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Chapter One 


Author's Notes: 
This is a work of fiction written out of love and the greatest respect for the personalities I've based my 


characters upon. No part of this is meant to reflect real life in any form. 


Chapter One 


Bruce Dickinson, Lord of Marske, stood at the window overlooking the drive. To his left, the North Sea crashed 
at the foot of low cliffs in the failing evening light and to his right the lingering sunset glowed a yellowish- 
orange against the clouds. He was impatient. His new secretary was to have arrived before noon and was over 
five hours overdue. Granted, the roads were very poor in this remote area of the north coast and coaches 
frequently broke down, but he had hoped to become acquainted with the new man and familiarize him with the 
routine. Now there would only be time to greet the man and turn him over to Elizabeth, the housekeeper, to 


provide him with his supper and show him to his chambers. 


Bruce had been reluctant to hire a secretary, preferring to manage the estates various business interests 


himself, but his recent acquisition of his late uncle's linen mill had been more than he could handle on his own. 
He would have liked for things to remain as they have been since his father passed away six years before; he 
liked the solitude and the rugged beauty of the surrounding countryside some distance from any sizable city. 
Since leaving school he had succeeded in distancing himself from society and by now the local landowners had 
given up in their attempts to include him in their parties and gatherings and gave up trying to match him with 
their daughters and nieces. Living in the ancestral hall with only a skeleton staff was sometimes lonely, but at 


least it was free of temptation. 


He had agreed to take on a secretary on the advice of Mr. Benson, his solicitor, and had given the man free 
rein to locate and hire someone with the skills required, feeling certain that the candidate would be a dried-up 
old stick of a man who would have the good sense to quietly go about his tasks and stay out of Bruce's way. 
As of late, he hadn't had time for the long rides along the seashore that he enjoyed so much or the solitary 
grouse and rabbit hunts that kept his shooting skills keen and his mind sharp. An assistant would free up his 
time somewhat, and this had been the deciding factor in allowing old Benson to enlist a secretary. If only the 


damned man would arrive! 


Bruce had given up watching the drive and was eating his dinner at his desk in his bedchambers, as was his 
habit when he heard something below the open window. It wasn't the sound of a coach, however; it was the 
sound of a lone horse. Who could possibly come to call at this hour?! Most of his neighbors knew that he 
didn't welcome visitors even at a respectable hour. Curious, he went to the window, standing back so as not to 
be seen peering out. His chambers were directly above the main doors and he could see a horse being led 
away toward the stables by old Granger, the groom, but whoever had been riding it had already been escorted 
inside by Elizabeth. Sincerely hoping it was simply a tradesman with some issue the staff could handle and not 
a neighbor paying a social call, he returned to his dinner. Ten minutes later, however, there was a discreet tap 


on his door. 
"Yes, Elizabeth?" He knew it was the housekeeper; only she and the cook were allowed above stairs after dinner. 
The door opened and the iron-gray head of Elizabeth peeked in. "Your secretary has arrived, sir." 


"He came by horseback?" Elizabeth had been a fixture at the manor since Bruce was a child and Bruce relaxed 


the strict Victorian ermployer-employee formality when they were the only people present. 
"Yes, sir." Elizabeth nodded. 
"Odd," Bruce remarked, standing. "Bring him to the front parlor in five minutes, please." 


After the housekeeper retreated Bruce straightened his cravat and ran a hand through his hair, which he 
wore much longer than current fashion. He wanted to set the proper tone right away to ensure this man 
understood his place in the house. His station would be slightly above that of a servant and he would be 
accorded the respect due his position, but it was important that he understand that his deportment should be 
businesslike and formal at all times. Putting on the reserved and somewhat haughty air that had always been 
successful in keeping others at a distance, he descended the wide stairs and entered the parlor. 


Then he stopped dead. The man standing near the lit fireplace was the antithesis of everything he was 
expecting. This was no balding meek old man; in fact, this man looked to be close to his own age and he 
certainly wasn't balding. He had long golden hair caught back in a ponytail. Slender and taller than Bruce, when 
he turned Bruce could see that he had an angular face with a fair complexion and gray/blue eyes that looked 
at him with an open, friendly gaze. Oh hell, no; this man wouldn't do at alll 


Bruce was well-bred enough not to let his surprise show and he quickly regained his composure. "How do you 
do, Mr. Gers? | am Lord Dickenson" 


Gers briefly shook his hand. "| must apologize, sir, for arriving at such a late hour. | rode my own horse, but 


he went lame just outside of Battersby. It took me some time to locate a replacement mount: 


"You would not have had such difficulties if you had come by carriage, as | anticipated." Bruce knew he sounded 
mildly critical, but that was just as well. He had already decided that he would contact Benson immediately and 
have him find a more suitable candidate. His reaction to the brief handshake had decided the matter; he had 
felt something akin to a shock. 


"| prefer to ride most everywhere," Gers replied, still standing formally by the hearth, "I find riding in a 


carriage confining and | dislike being dependent on a driver." 


Bruce merely nodded and indicated to Gers to take a seat as he sat himself behind his desk. Gers sat in a 
chair immediately in front of the desk, looking at Bruce expectantly. Damn, did the man think he was going to 
discuss his duties at this hour!? Bruce was somewhat irritated, though he reasonably knew that it wasn't the 
man's fault that he was late. 


"We will go over your duties in the morning,” Bruce said. "Benson assures me that you are qualified for the 
position, but | have to say you are not at all what | expected. We will keep you on for the present, however. | 


trust you are proficient in mathematics and you have a neat hand for keeping the ledgers?" 


The blonde nodded, "I've recently completed business courses at University and have worked as an apprentice 


to a bookkeeper in my hometown for the past year." 
"And where would that be?" 
"Hartlepool, though | studied in Leeds." 


Bruce raised an eyebrow. Hartlepool was a small port town some distance to the north, which explained the 


man's soft northern speech. 


"| see," Bruce said dismissively, feigning indifference though he was curious as to how the man had just 
finished school a year before when he had to be at least as old as Bruce's 25 years. He got up from behind 
the desk and pulled the bell rope on the wall nearby. 


"Well, Mr. Gers, | will have Elizabeth get a late supper for you and show you to your chambers. She will 
inform you of the household routine. | will expect to see you in my office at nine tomorrow and we will go 
over what is expected of you. I've said | will retain you on a trial basis, but it is only fair to inform you that | 


was seeking someone with a bit more... experience." 


Janick Gers stood as Elizabeth entered the room but before Bruce could leave, he spoke, "Mr. Dickinson, | 
realize | have very little actual job experience, but | assure you that I'm perfectly capable of any task you 
might trust me with. | was at the top of my class at University and | maintained the books in my uncle's 
shipping offices upon graduation" 


"Yes, well," Bruce looked the man over once again. Perhaps it would be possible to keep him on, if he was 


careful not to be in his company any more than absolutely necessary. "We'll see. Goodnight, Mr. Gers." 


Bruce found himself anxious to be out of the man's presence and as he returned upstairs he let out a tense 
breath he hadn't been aware he had been holding. He was going to have some strong words for Benson in the 
morning! He realized he hadn't specified an age or years of experience as requirements for his new secretary, 
but he should have at least done something to ensure that the new man be unattractive. Janick Gers was 
attractive. Very attractive indeed. No, Bruce decided; it would never work. Even if this man was a genius it 
would be impossible to keep him in his employ. Bruce was glad he kept a decanter of brandy in his bedroom. It 


took three glasses for him to relax enough to sleep. 


After the housekeeper left Janick Gers stood in his new bedchamber. It was a surprisingly large room in the 
main part of the house whereas he expected to be shunted off to a dark room in the servant's hall. It was 
dark outside now but he knew that the sea would be visible from the wide windows in the daylight and he felt 
a little of his trepidation ease. It had been a hellish day and he knew he had made a poor first impression on 
his new employer, though his lateness had been beyond his control. 


When Mr. Benson had first contacted him regarding this job Janick had jumped at the opportunity. After 
leaving school he'd had little choice but to return to his hometown to work for his uncle, but he wanted 
nothing more than to get away and make a fresh start someplace where no one knew anything about him. Now 
he wondered if perhaps he'd been too hasty in accepting the position He knew he couldn't expect to be treated 
as anything more than a servant but his new employer had seemed withdrawn and terse. It seemed that the 
man disliked him from the moment he laid eyes on him and his making a point of reminding Janick that he was 
to remain on a trial basis was less than reassuring. Ever the optimist, though, Janick prepared for bed feeling 


certain he could perform his job adequately and possibly Lord Dickinson would become less taciturn with time. 


Janick was awakened by the rays of a rising sun coming through the window and falling on his bed. He was 
dressed and combing his long hair into a ponytail when a chambermaid brought wash water and informed him 
that he was expected to dine in the kitchen with the staff in half an hour. Janick was pleased that he wouldn't 
be expected to eat his meals alone; he had been told that this was the case in many homes for employees who 
were somewhat higher than household servants but less than peers, as he was. The woman left and Janick 


mused that every servant he'd seen thus far had been at least sixty years old. There didn't appear to be 


many servants at all for such a large house. 


When Janick arrived in the kitchen this was confirmed. There were only ten people present including the groom 
and two stable hands as well as a cook, a scullery maid, four housemaids, and Elizabeth. Janick already liked 
Elizabeth. Contrary to his expectations, she had been warm and welcoming the night before. In fact, the entire 
staff seemed to lack the rigid protocol that he knew was the norm in homes such as this. Janick was relieved; 
he hadn't been sure how well he could have adapted to that sort of atmosphere. It was another benefit of 


being in a remote area far from the conventions of society, he realized. 


Bruce arrived in the study several minutes early, halfway hoping his new assistant would be late and provide 
him with an excuse to dismiss him, but he found Janick already present and sitting at a small writing desk with 
a sheaf of blank paper and pen and ink before him. He rose when Bruce entered. 


"Good morning, Lord Dickinson," he greeted the man amiably, receiving a grunt in response. Bruce wasted no 
time, seating himself behind his desk and indicating that Janick should take the chair he'd taken the evening 


before. 


"Your task here will be to basically put my books and records in order," he began, looking at a paper in front 
of him to avoid the clear, gray-eyed gaze of the blonde. "I confess I've gotten several months behind and Ill 
need you to organize my bills and receipts. Once the books are caught up, you will be responsible for 
maintaining them and keeping them in order as well as taking care of my expenditures. | trust that you can do 


this without supervision? | will, of course, answer any questions and address any concerns you may have." 
"I can do it," Janick replied readily. 


"Good, good," Bruce was still avoiding looking directly at the man across the desk. "You may use this room to 
work and you'll find the papers in these cabinets behind me," he indicated a wall of bookshelves untidily filled 
with papers and ledgers. "I will allow you to set your own work hours, but | will, of course, expect steady 


progress." 


Janick nodded but felt compelled to speak up, "Sir, you mentioned last night that l'm to continue here on a trial 


basis. May | ask how long it will be before you make a final decision as to my remaining here?" 


For the first time Bruce looked up and met Janick's gaze. "Providing your work is satisfactory and you can 
work unsupervised, | should make a decision in a few weeks. Meanwhile, you have unrestricted access to the 
house and grounds, excepting, of course, my personal rooms. You may have already observed that we are not 
as restrictive as some households and when your daily work is done you can take your leisure in any way you 


please. | have a full library of books and you may ride any horses except my stallion" 


"On that subject, sir," Janick ventured. "I was forced to leave my own horse at a stable near Battersby and 


would like to reclaim him as soon as his sprained leg has healed" 


course, bruce gestured aismissively. He was Teeling increasingly uncomtortabie in Janick's presence and was 
"Of " Bruce gestured d ly. H feeling gly fortable in Janick's p nd 


anxious to bring this talk to a close. "I allow everyone on my staff one full day a week to do as they please and 
you can choose which day suits you best." Bruce rose from his desk then and was sorting through a jumble of 
papers on a table against the wall. He intended to continue overseeing the payroll of the linen mill himself but 
had no intention of sharing the workspace with Janick. Finding the file he needed, he tucked it beneath his arm 
and made to leave. "My papers are loosely organized by date and you can begin anywhere you wish. You should 


find everything you need in this room and if anything is lacking, please see my housekeeper about it" 


After Lord Dickinson left the room Janick stared at the closed door for a moment, organizing his thoughts. His 
new employer was just as reserved as he had been the previous evening and Janick wondered if he was simply 
of a cold nature. He regarded himself as a good judge of character and it seemed to him that Bruce was 
holding himself in rigid check for some reason Could he be simply be of an introverted nature? Janick didn't 
believe so, and he was forced to reach the same conclusion as he had the night before. His new employer 


simply didn't like him. 


Chapter Two 


Author's Notes: 
AU Fiction set in Victorian England. | write from love and respect for the individuals whose identities I've 


borrowed and my stories have no bearing on reality 


Chapter Two 


Over the following few days Janick ceased to wonder about his new employer's apparent antipathy toward him. 
Once he began the actual work of organizing and balancing Bruce Dickinson's books there was little time to think 
of anything else. He expected the papers to be in disarray, but they were much worse than he anticipated. 
They were roughly filed by date but aside from that everything was jumbled, receipts mixed with bills, 
balances mixed with arrears, and several papers which didn't seem to fit into any category at all. There were 
what appeared to be memos Bruce wrote to himself and some letters to business associates or bankers, which 
Janick put aside in a file of their own. The personal memos interested Janick; they were terse notes saying 
things like ‘Credit Jennings with one month's rent or ‘pay doctor's bill for Thomas’; obviously reminders to 
himself when something out of the ordinary occurred. There were several notes of this type and all seemed to 
refer to giving a tenant or employee aid in some way. Janick found this interesting and very much contrary to 


his boss's outward demeanor. 


As for Lord Dickinson, Janick saw very little of the man after their first meeting. Occasionally Bruce would 
stop into the study to pick up some paper or other and once Janick observed him from the window riding down 
the long drive that led toward the nearest village, but scarcely a dozen words were exchanged between them. 
A naturally outgoing and friendly person, Janick was thankful that the staff seemed to accept him into their 
fold and would chat readily with him over their meals together. 


If it had occurred to Janick that Bruce was deliberately avoiding him, it was because he was. Janick didn't think 
of it that way, but Bruce certainly did and often had to go out of his way to avoid his secretary. After a 
week he'd had enough and rode into the village five miles distant where his solicitor Benson had his office. The 
trip proved to be fruitless, however. Bruce learned that the reason Benson chose someone with as little 
experience as Janick for the position was because no one else had responded. It appeared that older men with 


higher credentials had no desire to live in such a remote area so far from a large city and polite society. 


It seemed that Bruce was stuck with Janick Even though Bruce was able to steer clear of the blonde, he was 
acutely conscious that he was in the house. Janick had begun a habit of taking an evening walk after dinner. 
Bruce had been taking his own dinner in his room one night several days after Janick's arrival and happened to 


see Janick leave the house from his window. From that night on, he found himself unconsciously looking for the 


slender blonde figure. He was angry with himself for it but couldn't seem to help it. Though Janick wore his 
hair in a ponytail during the day, he left it loose after his work day was done and Bruce was mesmerized by 
the way the evening sun turned it to burnished gold as the blonde's long legs took him down the walking path 
that led to the seashore. 


It wasn't simply his physical attraction to Janick that troubled Bruce. There was little that took place in the 
house that Bruce wasn't aware of and it didn't take long at all to see that Janick easily won over the household 
staff. Elizabeth practically gushed at how outgoing and helpful Janick was, about how he lingered after the 
meals to engage the others in conversation and offered to lend a hand with some of the heavier kitchen tasks 


such as bringing in the water. 


"That young man has no end of energy!" she casually mentioned to Bruce as she served breakfast one morning. 
"Why, today is his day off but still he was out in the stables first thing this morning preparing a stall for his 
own horse. Granger could well have done that!" Janick was going to pick up his own horse and return the 
borrowed one that day, as it was his first day off after starting the job. Bruce was as close to the 
housekeeper as he was to anyone, but he believed his uneasiness over the secretary had been well disquised 
until Elizabeth spoke again. "It's a pity that he is in your employ! Why, the two of you could become friends in 


other circumstances, you're of an age, after all." 


Bruce looked up sharply, but Elizabeth was busy tidying the bedchamber and didn't notice his reaction 


Sometimes, he reflected, he almost wished Elizabeth wasn't so bold and familiar in her manner. 
"No," Bruce replied without thinking, "| could never be friends with that man" 


Elizabeth stopped and turned to him, and he inwardly cursed himself for saying anything. "Why would you say 
that, sir?" Elizabeth always addressed Bruce as sir even when she spoke to him as she would a son. "He's a 


very pleasant young man!" 


That's the very problem, Bruce thought to himself, but he merely shrugged. Elizabeth wasn't so easily 
dissuaded, however. "Forgive me for saying so sir, but | believe a little companionship would do you a world of 
good. Why, | can't remember when you last socialized with anyone outside of business, let alone someone your 


own age!" 
"| see Harris regularly and he's only a few years older than me," Bruce reminded her. 


She made a pshaw sound, "Mr. Harris is a business associate, not a friend! Still, it's none of my business and | 


hope you'll forgive me for speaking out of turn 


Elizabeth clamped her lips together in a gesture Bruce knew well, it was her way of slipping into the 
housekeeper/employer role and it was done with clear disapproval. He sighed to himself, "You aren't speaking 
out of turn, Elizabeth; you know that! You're merely offering advice, but believe me | don't require any social 


companionship!" 


She was still put out and gathered his breakfast tray, leaving the room in a mild huff. Bruce ran his hand over 
his face and took a breath. It was true that Stephen Harris was a business associate, he was the general 
manager of the linen mill, but he was as close to a peer as Bruce had in the area and he was, in fact, coming 
to the house that very morning to go over the month's expenditures. It was fortunate that Janick was off for 
the day so they could use the study. Bruce realized how foolish it was to think of it that way; it was his home 
and his study and he could merely ask Janick to leave if he required the room, but he was glad he didn't have 
to do that. Standing by the window reflecting on what Elizabeth had said, Bruce watched as Janick rode off 
down the drive. As it was his day off, he was wearing his hair loose and even under the overcast sky it shone 


brightly. Bruce watched until Janick was out of sight, idly wishing that Janick didn't wear his breeches so tight. 


Stephen Harris arrived on time and Bruce asked Elizabeth to bring them tea as they proceeded to the study. A 
quiet, businesslike man with heavy brows and longish brown hair, Harris was two years older than Bruce but 
they had gone to the same University so when he acquired the linen mill Harris was the first person Bruce 
thought of for the position of manager. He had been at the position for a little over a year and so far it 
seemed to be working out well, and every two weeks Harris came to the house to go over the mill operations 
with Bruce. Harris was a quiet -spoken man but a stickler for detail and the word was that he ran a tight ship. 
Bruce stressed that, unlike many similar mills, he wanted his workers treated humanely, with shorter work 
hours than the usual |4-hour day and two breaks per shift. This was progressive thinking and at first Harris 


grumbled, but Bruce was firm on this matter. 

It had never been Bruce's intent to own a mill and when he learned that his uncle's will had named him as 
beneficiary, he first thought of selling it. Now, though, with an on-site manager he decided to keep it a few 
years and see if it was a profitable venture. 

Elizabeth served the tea as Bruce and Stephen pulled up chairs around the desk and Stephen spread out the 
monthly paperwork. To Bruce's cursory glance everything seemed in order, but he casually mentioned that he 
would have his secretary go over the figures. 


"Secretary?" Stephen looked up; his brown eyes unreadable. ‘You've taken on a secretary?" 


Bruce nodded, not wishing to discuss Janick with his manager. "My books were in such disorder | had to do 


something.” 
"Hmmm," Harris looked unduly concerned. "ls the man competent, then?" 


"Yes, he's doing very well" Bruce occasionally came into the study after Janick had finished for the day and 


reviewed what had been done. "He seems quite sharp." 
Harris looked thoughtful as he sipped his tea but didn't comment further, changing the subject to some of the 
issues with the outdated looms. The men wrapped up their meeting within the hour and as Bruce was escorting 


Stephen to the door he saw that Janick had arrived and was leading a dappled gray horse into the stable. 


Harris was speaking but saw that Bruce was distracted and followed his gaze. "A new stable hand?" 


"No, that's my secretary." 


"That's your secretary?!" He sounded as surprised as Bruce had been about Janick's youthful appearance. "I 


see. 
Something in his tone made Bruce bristle and he turned to face Harris, "What do you mean, you see?" 
Harris obviously regretted the comment, "Nothing. Just surprised it's such a young man" 

"He's highly qualified" For some reason he couldn't fathom, Bruce found himself defending Janick. 


"Yes, I'm sure he is." That tone of voice again, this time accompanied with a smile that held no humor. Bruce 
felt a knot of apprehension and was glad to see Harris leave. It was true that the men had attended the same 
University but surely Harris couldn't know about Bruce's personal life during those years. Could he? No, Bruce 
told himself. He must be imagining things. Janick's presence and his own reaction to the man was bringing old 
concerns to mind and Bruce had to try to push them aside. He only hoped that he would be able to continue 


avoiding Janick. 

That proved to be near impossible. Though Bruce preferred to personally do the business directly concerning 
the estate such as the rents and the maintenance of the manor, the paperwork was so confused he found he 
had to get something from the study quite frequently. When it was possible, he waited until Janick was finished 
for the day before venturing in but one evening he entered to find Janick still at work, open registers and 
statements scattered around him on the desk. He immediately jumped up when Bruce entered. 


"No, please don't let me disturb you. | expected that you were finished for the day.” 


Janick sat back down and Bruce went to the shelves containing the papers he needed for paying household 


expenses. 


"| would normally be finished by now, yes, but I'm running into some..inconsistencies and wanted to pursue it 


further." Janick told him, sinking back into his chair. 


Bruce was avoiding looking at him but it was dusk outside and he could see the reflection of the entire room in 


the window, including Janick. It took a moment for Janick's words to sink in. 
"Inconsistencies? Nothing serious, | trust." 
"That's what | wanted to find out, sir. l'm sure it is merely some misplaced receipts." 


Bruce saw that Janick was diligently going over figures even as they spoke and, moved by impulse, he spoke 


again "Surely it can wait until daytime? You should enjoy your evenings, not spend them working.’ 


"| don't mind, sir." 


"But you haven't taken your evening walk and now it's too dark" Bruce could have bitten his tongue the 
moment the words were out. Janick would know now that Bruce saw him leave the house on his walk in the 
evenings. 


The blonde seemed to think nothing of it, however, “That's true, but it's cold and windy tonight anyway. l'm at 


least warm and dry here." 


Bruce went over and forced himself to look into those clear gray eyes, "Nonsense, | insist you not work after 


hours. This task is time consuming enough already." 


Janick hesitated, then gathered his papers into a stack, securing the top to the ink jar. "Very well, if you insist. 
He stood and Bruce moved back. He'd been standing directly behind the man's chair and this was as close as 
he'd physically been to Janick as yet. He was close enough to see the pale blonde brows and squared jawline, 
close enough to catch a scent of the sandalwood soap the secretary used. Too close. He nodded and left the 


room without another word. 


Janick stared after his employer, somewhat puzzled. The man had acted almost nervous. Odd. During the weeks 
he had been at the manor he had gleaned some information about Lord Dickinson from hearing the servants 
mention things in passing. He learned, for instance, that Bruce was an only child, that his mother had died in 
childbirth and that his father had been well respected but not especially warm or outgoing and had sent Bruce 
off to various schools from his early childhood. Perhaps the detached upbringing had contributed to Bruce's 
withdrawn nature, Janick mused. He sighed, remembering his own childhood, comfortable in a loving home with 
his merchant father and bright, cheerful mother. No sense thinking about that, though. They had both been 
lost at sea while traveling to one of his father's trade contacts in India. That was when he went to live with 


Uncle Walter, and when he'd met Frasier. He definitely did not want to think about Frasier. 


Chapter Three 


Author's Notes: 
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Chapter Three 


Janick sat back with a sigh, staring blankly at the pile of papers on the desk in front of him. Something wasn't 
right. He had been at this job for three weeks now and while he couldn't find any glaring errors in the 
bookkeeping, something just wasn't right; he sensed it. He couldn't bring it to the attention of Lord Dickinson 
because there was nothing concrete, only a vague sense that things had somehow been tampered with, that 
numbers had been falsified or doctored somehow. The trouble seemed to lie with the expenditures for the linen 


mill, yet the bills and receipts were all there, most of them signed by the mill manager Stephen Harris. 
Janick absently loosened the tie from his hair and ran his fingers distractedly through it, then he sat upright 
with a start. In the mirror on the opposite wall he suddenly saw that Lord Dickinson was in the doorway, an 
unreadable look on his face. He jumped to his feet. 


"Good evening, sir. ls there something you needed?" 


Bruce didn't answer for a moment, his mind still filled with the image of the golden cascade of waves running 


through Janick's long fingers, then he cleared his throat: 

"No, no. | noticed the lamp was still on so | came to investigate." 

Janick glanced at the carved swiss clock on the wall. Damn! It was almost ten o'clock! He had popped back into 
the study after his evening walk to go over some figures that had been troubling him but he hadn't realized it 
was so late. 

"I'm sorry, | lost track of the time." 

"Is everything in order?" Bruce ventured a few steps into the room, having regained his composure. He 


belatedly remembered one other occasion when he had caught Janick working after hours and that the 
secretary had seemed troubled by something in the papers at that time as well. 


"Yes..well, it seems to be. | simply wanted to double check the receipts for November.” 
Bruce raised an eyebrow slightly, "Ah, so you're caught up as far as November?" 


"For the most part, sir. | will be finished with that month tomorrow, | expect" Janick gathered his waistcoat 


and made ready to leave the room, though Bruce still stood between him and the door. 


"Perhaps..perhaps | will come by after lunch tomorrow to review your progress." Bruce suggested 


unexpectedly. 
Janick nodded, though he felt a jolt of nervousness at the idea, "Of course, sir.” 


With a curt nod, Bruce turned on his heel and left. Janick stared after him curiously. His employer was 
somewhat of an enigma, but over the past few weeks at the manor he no longer felt that Lord Dickinson 
disliked him personally. Rather, he had begun to feel that the man was simply keeping himself on a tight rein, 
for whatever reason It hadn't always been so, Janick learned from casual conversations with Elizabeth and the 
other longtime servants. Before going off to University, Bruce had by all accounts been an outgoing, gregarious 
young man, eager to attend the few social gatherings the remote region offered and often going into Newcastle 
or York for weekend outings. Why that changed Janick had no idea and, evidently, no one else in the house knew 


either. 


It was spring and the next day dawned bright, as opposed to the overcast, gloomy weather that marked 
Janick's first few weeks at his new position He had left the window cracked a few inches overnight; the cool, 
faintly salt-tinged air helped him to sleep in spite of the nagging half-formed suspicions that something was 
wrong with the estate's books. He went straight to the study after a hasty breakfast but was forestalled by 
the closed door and faint voices within. Seeking out Elizabeth, he learned that Bruce was having his biweekly 
meeting with the mill manager, Harris. He had yet to meet the man, though his name and scrawled signature 
were on many of the ledgers, and he pictured a stodgy, portly middle-aged man. Unable to perform his regular 
duties, Janick instead elected to talk a walk 


The wind was brisk off the North Sea but Janick welcomed it, loosening his hair and letting the cobwebs clear 
from his mind as he walked. His favorite trail was one that Lord Dickenson often used for riding, leading along 
the low cliffs and eventually down to the rocky shore. By the time he returned to the manor it was midday 
and Lord Dickinson was at his midday meal, Harris had left, and Janick took the opportunity to get back to 


work. 


Bruce ate in his chambers, his usual light lunch of soup and biscuits, but his mind was not on the food. 
Stephen Harris had been trying to persuade him to update the looms, touting an innovative new treadle design 
that, he said, would increase production by fifteen percent. Bruce had been reluctant to authorize such a large 
purchase, he knew that the current looms were only ten years old and were of good quality, and in the end 
Harris had left the meeting in a poorly disguised huff. Now Bruce was questioning his decision. Perhaps Harris 
was right; the man had a degree in manufacturing engineering whereas Bruce's education had been more of a 


classical nature, focusing on literature and the arts. 


Lost in thought, Bruce nearly forgot that he had promised to go over the new secretary's progress. He nearly 
groaned aloud upon remembering; he didn't want to face the distraction of working closely with Janick Gers. 


However if purchasing new looms was to be considered, the books needed to be in order, so he made his way 


down the hall. 


Janick was bowed over a sheaf of papers, a few tendrils of hair escaping from his ponytail, as Bruce entered 
the room and Bruce found himself pausing for a moment before the other man became aware of his presence. 
Still in a reflective mood after questioning his refusal of Harris's requests for the mill, Bruce knew he had 
been unfair in his assessment of Janick. The man was certainly competent in his job, staying late and re- 


checking his work diligently. It was foolish to avoid him simply because he was physically attractive. It wasn't 


Forcing a cordial note to his voice, Bruce stepped into the room. "Good afternoon, Gers. | trust I'm not 


disturbing you?" 
Janick stood, but Bruce motioned for him to resume his seat, sitting himself behind the heavy oak desk. 


"Not at all, Lord Dickinson," Janick sat cautiously, turning his chair to face his employer. "I apologize for my 


late start today." 


Bruce waved his hand dismissively, "I am not a slave driver, after alll" He flashed a genuine smile, the first 
true smile Janick had seen from him, and the transformation was amazing. Bruce's teeth were rather crooked 
but it made his smile..charming? Janick immediately chastised himself, why did the word charming occur to his 


mind at that moment? 


"Now that we are here, however," Bruce continued, "perhaps you would outline the progress you have made? | 


believe you felt that the November figures warranted a second look?" 
Janick was unsure how to respond. "Well, yes..in fact | was just going over them for a third time." 


Bruce sat forward in his chair with a raised eyebrow, waiting for Janick to explain further. With a sigh, the 
secretary continued. "I haven't found any glaring issues, however." 


"But..." Bruce encouraged him to go on 
Janick shook his head in frustration, "It just doesn't feel right, sir. It isn't anything | can explain, which is why 
I've checked and re-checked the figures. It's just a feeling that I'm missing something." 


Janick had been half afraid he would sound unprofessional and that Bruce would dismiss his concerns without 
hard evidence to back them up, but to his surprise the other man rose and came around his desk, taking 


another straight-back chair and pulling up next to Janick. 


"Show me the areas that are causing you concern," he told him. 


For the next two hours the two men painstakingly went over the bills and receipts for the previous November 
and after a while Janick grew so engrossed in his work he nearly forgot that they were employer and 
employee. Bruce was treating his intuition with respect and following up on Janick's suggestions concerning 
double-checking the dates and the names of the merchants, tenants, and suppliers involved. At long last, Bruce 
sat back, his own countenance troubled. 


| must say, Gers, that | share your uneasiness. There are at least a half dozen bills here that | have no clear 
memory of. Granted, it's been almost six months, but one or two of these suppliers don't sound familiar to 


me. 
"Is anyone else authorized to use your name or sign for you?" Janick asked. 


Bruce shook his head firmly, "No, absolutely not. Harris has some limited authority, but when | hired him | 
made it clear that he bring everything requiring my signature or my authorization to me personally. This is 


the main reason we have biweekly meetings." 


Bruce was silent for a minute and Janick looked up to see him sitting close by his side, lost in thought. He 
waited for the other man to speak. 


"I think that you should move on to December's books," he finally said, "and l'Il keep these questionable 


documents aside for future reference in case anything more of that sort comes up." 


Janick nodded, "Very well. | must admit | was hesitant to make too much of this. | didn't want to cause undue 


alarm." 
"Nonsense," Bruce stood and stretched, "you did right by bringing it to my attention" 


"Um...sir?" Janick was hesitant to ask, but it seemed an opportune time, "When | first arrived you made it 


known that my position here was likely to be temporary...” 


Bruce looked down in surprise, "I did, and | regret that. You are doing an excellent job, Gers. There is still a 
great deal to catch up on, and | will need someone to keep the books organized in the future. The position is 


yours as long as we are both satisfied with the progress." 


Janick couldn't hold back a smile, "Thank you, sir!" He had grown comfortable at the manor and was fond of 
Elizabeth and the other servants. While he had entertained reservations regarding the Lord of the Manor 
himself, this afternoon had quelled the worst of those. When Bruce let down his guard he was certainly less 


reticent that the fagade he had at first presented. In fact while the two of them had sat elbow to elbow, their 


heads bent over a paper to decipher the scrawled handwriting, it had been almost companionable. 


Bruce looked almost nonplussed at Janick's obvious relief and mumbled that he had some things to attend to, 
hastily leaving the room. Only when he was in the hallway with the door closed behind him did he allow himself 


to release the breath he had been holding. When Janick smiled and thanked him for retaining him on the job 
Bruce had felt an odd leap in his chest and his breath had caught. Even now his heart was only returning to 
it's normal beat and in the back of his mind he had a nagging doubt that keeping Janick at the manor had been 
a wise decision after all. ‘Nonsense’, he chided himself. He was a mature adult; surely he could maintain a 
business relationship with this man. The fact that he has such a beautiful smile was irrelevant. 


Chapter Four 
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Chapter Four 


Nevertheless, Bruce kept his distance from his secretary for the next several days, telling himself it was 
because he did not want to disturb the man's work. Late at night as he lay in the huge four poster bed, 
though, Bruce had to admit the truth to himself. Janick's presence in the household couldn't be ignored no 
matter how much Bruce went out of his way to avoid him. The mansion was fitted with wide windows as 
befitted the time period in which it was built and Bruce 

could see the blonde as the man took his horse out for some exercise or as he went for his daily walks. It 
seemed that whenever he chanced to look out of a window in the evening he would see Janick as he stood in 
the stable yard laughing with Granger the groom or as he strode down the path to the shore. Never would 
Bruce admit to himself that he looked from the windows at those times in hopes of catching a glimpse of the 
blonde. 


Even though they talked no further about it, Bruce's concern over the possible discrepancies in the bills and 
receipts was growing. He took the questionable paperwork to his own bedchambers and after supper the next 
few evenings he poured over it. Finally, by the end of the week, it was bothering him to the point where he 
had to take some action, so he had Granger hitch up the Brougham and drive him into Marskeham, the town 
six miles to the north. He could easily have ridden, but he wanted to present the aura of gentleman 
businessman and dressed accordingly, tying his shoulder-length hair back with a narrow black ribbon and 


wearing an appropriate expensively-cut coat and trousers. 


His first stop was at the import/export offices where the mill ordered its dyes. Several of the bills for dye 
looked as though they had been tampered with, with the numbers smudged or dates scratched in an 
indecipherable scrawl. Unfortunately, he was unable to double-check with the merchant's records as the 
previous year's paperwork was presently under audit, a not uncommon but still inconvenient occurrence. 
Frustrated, Bruce wanted to check some of the other receipts for various mill supplies that were from 
unfamiliar vendors, business firms from other towns. It would be impractical to drive those distances so he did 
the next nest thing; he had Granger drive him to the mill. The mill was located adjacent to the Marskeham and 
the housing for the workers almost doubled the town's population, over one hundred small homes were 


clustered in a grid of streets above where the large stone block mill stood on the riverbank. 


Bruce rarely visited the mill in person; this was, after all, why he hired Harris as manager. Still, the dozen or 
so clerical workers and a few women sitting at typewriting machines recognized him immediately as he entered 
and frankly stared, some looking almost alarmed. Bruce ignored them and strode to the inner office, expecting 
to see Harris at his desk. Instead, a younger apple-cheeked blond man jumped to his feet in alarm as he 
entered. 


'L.lord Dickinson, sir, we weren't expecting you," he stammered. 


Bruce made a dismissive gesture, "Will you tell Mr. Harris | wish to speak with him, please." 


Something akin to panic flashed in the young man's bright blue eyes, "Oh, umm, well, you see, sir..." 
Bruce interrupted, "Just send for him, will you?" 

"But | can't, sir!" The man said in a rush. "He..he isn't here!" 

"| see. Is he off on mill business, then?" 

| couldn't say, sir." 


To Bruce, that was a definite no. Wherever Harris had gone, he knew instinctively that it had nothing to do 
with the mill. 


"Do you expect him to return?" 


"I.I don't expect him to return today, sir.” 

The clerk looked terrified and Bruce's tone softened. "What's your name, son?" In truth, the man was close to 
Bruce's own age but he found that his position as a titled man and the owner of the mill tended to intimidate 
others, and an intimidated man was quicker to speak the truth. He was getting an uneasy feeling regarding 


Harris's absence and this man's obvious discomfiture. 


"Murray, sir. Dave Murray. I'm.lim Mr. Harris's assistant.” The young man calmed somewhat as Bruce gave 
him a nod and a brief pat on the shoulder. 


"Relax, Murray, you aren't in trouble. Does Harris often leave his duties during the day?" 
"Well, umm, not that often, sir. Two or three times a week." 


Bruce nodded, keeping his expression neutral, but in his mind, he felt that two or three times a week was all 


too often. Forcing himself to remember the business at hand he kept his voice cordial. 


"Well, Murray, as you are his assistant perhaps you can help me. | need to review last November's books." 


"The..the books, sir?" 

Bruce merely nodded. "If you would get them for me please" 

"Well, sir, you see | don't have access to the books. They're kept locked in Mr. Harris's safe" 
"Youre his assistant yet you can't access the books?" Bruce was incredulous. 


"No, sir. My duties mostly consist of payroll and settling the accounts at the company store." As was the 
practice with most industries of the time, the millworkers were paid in a scrip that could only be spent at the 


company-run store. 


"Very well, then," Bruce said decisively, "please get me the store ledgers and the payroll sheets." There may be 
something to be learned there, he thought, otherwise, this entire day would have been fruitless. 


Dave Murray brought two large, heavy registers to Harris's desk where Bruce had seated himself, flipping 
them open to the pages Bruce requested. The entries had obviously been filled out by Murray, the writing was 
considerably different from the manager's scrawl. Bruce perused the books for several minutes and after a 


while Dave Murray resumed his own work, only To be interrupted nearly an hour later by Bruce's voice. 
"Tell me, Murray, where do you get the figures for the entries in these ledgers?" 


"Mr. Harris supplies them, sir," Dave replied readily, his nervousness somewhat mollified by Bruce's calm 
demeanor. "Every pay-Friday he brings me handwritten lists of the workers and the wages due. The pay is 
issued and the following week the store brings their books for balancing." 


"Hmm..." Bruce mused, rising and closing the books. He wanted to ask Murray how Harris compiled the wages to 
be paid but something cautioned him to not ask too many questions. If, as he was beginning to suspect, Harris 
was altering the figures, he did not want to alert the man of his suspicions. "Thank you, Murray. Please tell 
Mr. Harris that as of this week | would like our meetings to be weekly rather than biweekly. | will expect him 
at the house Thursday morning." 


Harris did, indeed, arrive at the manor on Thursday, but it was afternoon and he was wary, refusing to meet 
Bruce's eyes as he ushered the manager into his study. Gers was gathering his papers so he could continue 
working in the downstairs library while the room was in use, and Bruce caught Harris looking at the secretary 
speculatively. 

"How is the secretary working out, then?" he asked as soon as they were alone and seated. 


"Excellent!" Bruce replied promptly. "He is very talented" 


‘I'm sure he is," Harris had almost a laugh in his voice and Bruce looked at him quickly. The manager quickly 


looked away, a smirk still on his lips. 


"And that brings me to the reason you are here," Bruce continued. "I feel that communication between us has 


been too lax, Stephen. | was not aware, for instance, that you frequently left the office during working hours." 


"My assistant told me you had been at the mill. | regret that | missed you" There was anything but regret in 


his voice. 


"You are, of course, at liberty to leave the office if your duties are completed," Bruce told him, wanting to get 
on to more pressing matters. "However, | would like to know in greater detail how you have structured the 
finances at the mill. | am particularly concerned about the payroll and the supplier contracts. | would like for 


you to provide me with a complete list of all of the suppliers if you please.” 
Harris's eyes widened, "All of them?! Why, there are dozens!" 


Bruce nodded, unperturbed, "Surely you have complete lists, have you not? | am not concerned with long- 
standing contracts that were in place before | took over the mill; | am interested in newer ones procured in 


the past year or so." 


Harris's face darkened and he scowled, his heavy brows drawing together, "I will get Murray to work on it in 


the morning." 


| would prefer you do it yourself, Stephen. Murray seems poorly informed of many of the operations and | do 
want a comprehensive report. Also, | would appreciate it if you would explain to me how the payroll is 


calculated." 


Harris practically sputtered, doing a poor job of keeping his indignation in check, "Lord Dickinson, you have owned 
the mill for nearly two years. Why are you now becoming concerned with these matters? If this new 
secretary of yours..." 

Bruce cut him off, "Gers is here to organize my books, and my books include any expenditures | make from 
my personal accounts regarding the mill. Therefore, in order for him to do his job | need a greater 
understanding of the mill operations, to in turn relay to him. It is not his suggestion if that is what you are 


asking. It is mine." 


Bruce was firm and Harris could see that there was no dissuading him He sighed, "Very well” He went on to 
rather sullenly outline the structure of pay, the differences in pay for the overseers and those with the 
company the longest and the lower pay scale for the women and children, and how the overseers report 
straight to him if a worker was absent. "If they are legitimately ill, they retain their position once the company 
doctor verifies it. If they simply don't show up or leave their position before the end of the workday they lose 
the entire day's pay. It's fairly standard” 


'| see," Bruce said thoughtfully. He regretted not having inquired about these matters before. "And if they 


leave their post or leave the mill early for a legitimate reason?" 


Harris shrugged, "We don't ask for a reason If they're there, they get paid. If they aren't, they don't" 


‘| will have to look into this a bit further. That will be all for now; I've kept you from your office long enough." 
There was more than a touch of sarcasm there and it didn't escape the manager. He was practically glowering 
as he took his leave, and once he was alone Bruce sat back with a sigh. He had hired Stephen Harris because 
they had gone to the same University, though Harris had been two years ahead of him. The man had been at 
the top of his class and had obtained an engineering degree with apparent ease, but they had not moved in the 
same circles due to the age difference and Bruce knew almost nothing of Harris beyond his academic 


credentials. He made a mental note to have Benson, his solicitor, do some background checking on the man. 


Just then a light tap sounded at the door and Janick peeped in, "Excuse me, but | saw Mr. Harris leave and | 
need a fresh pot of ink | hope | am not disturbing you?" 


"No, not all," Bruce assured him, coming out of his reverie. "Please come in" As the secretary entered and 
went to the cabinet where supplies were kept, Bruce watched him thoughtfully. Stephen Harris's attitude 
toward Janick was puzzling and Bruce was fighting against the paranoia that somehow the manager picked up 
on his attraction toward Janick. It was foolish, he told himself; Harris had merely been upset over Bruce's 


curtailing his authority at the mill. Reverting to his previous train of thought, Bruce spoke up. 


"Well Mr. Gers; what are your opinions regarding the more progressive labor trends taking place in recent 


years?" 


Janick turned, obviously surprised by the unexpected question. "That really isn't my area of knowledge, sir," he 


demurred. 


‘lm not asking as your employer but rather as one educated man to another. | am considering implementing 
some practices at the mill that many would find rather radical. Shorter work weeks, no penalty for medical 


leave, no full-time employees under the age of sixteen - things of that nature.” 


Janick raised an eyebrow. These practices were all but unheard of, particularly in this remote and somewhat 

backward area, but he answered honestly, "My uncle made some similar changes at his import business while | 
was in his employ," he told Bruce, "and saw a marked increase in productiveness among the workers. Of course, 
it was a much different type of business and there were only some thirty full-time employees, but one could 


feel the improvement in morale." 


Bruce nodded, not at all surprised that Janick's views mirrored his own, "It will take time to make such 
changes, of course, and first we must solve any issues that may turn up in the books. have you begun 


December's accounts yet?" 


Janick nodded, accepting the chair Bruce gestured for him to take, "Yes, sir. I'm afraid I've only gone through 
the first several days as of yet. l'm finding the same sort of difficulties as with November, I'm afraid. Illegible 


entries and some smeared names and figures." 


"| suspected that you would. Please put aside any entries you find of that nature." 


‘| have been, sir." Janick rose and went to the desk where he customarily worked, grabbing a thin sheaf of 
papers and placing them before Bruce. As he pointed out the various areas of concern, he was forced to stand 
quite close to Bruce and was unaccountably conscious of this nearness, the scent of the Bay Rum that Bruce 
used in his toilette distracting him to the point that he found it challenging to concentrate on the business at 


hand. He stepped away as soon as it was reasonable to do so. 


"Thank you, Gers," Bruce rose, himself looking a little flushed. "Ill leave you to your work now, but I'll take 


these" He gathered the questionable papers and left the room. 


Chapter Five 
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Chapter Five 


Bruce was away from the manor overnight at the beginning of the following week, an occurrence so rare 


Elizabeth remarked upon it to Janick over dinner. 


"Why, the master hasn't gone into York since he took over the mill," she said, shaking her head. Millie, the old 
cook, nodded as she placed the pot of stew on the table and joined them. 


"Perhaps the master is coming out of his shell," she commented, earning a sharp look from Elizabeth. No one 


but she was allowed to refer to Lord Dickinson in such a familiar manner. Elizabeth turned to Janick. 
"Did he mention the purpose of his trip, by chance?" 


Janick shook his head. Bruce had only told him that he would return Wednesday but Janick suspected that the 
trip was somehow connected to the troubling entries in the books. He wasn't comfortable with sharing his 
suspicions with the others, but after dinner he went for a long horseback ride rather than his usual walk, 
riding for several miles down the shoreline and returning at dusk. He had hoped the ride would clear his head 
but it didn't have the calming effect it usually did. He was troubled about the books but also about Lord 
Dickinson; the man was invading his thoughts far too much of late and he found it distracting. It reminded him 


too much of his first few weeks of working for Uncle Harlow. It reminded him too much of Frasier. 


Though he wasn't expected to return home until mid-day Wednesday, Bruce wanted to act upon some of the 
things he'd learned in York right away so he took the last train of the day back to Marskeham. Not knowing 
when he was arriving Granger would not be waiting with the Brougham, so Bruce arranged to rent a horse 


from the stationmaster and was riding for the manor as the sun was sending long cool shadows across the 


heath. 


Riding helped Bruce to think about a course of action, though any course he might take would prove difficult. 
Lost in thought and with a horse unfamiliar with the path, he found that he missed the turn and was instead 
riding toward the shore. No matter: he knew the path along the shore well so he didn't bother turning and 
continued on his way. There were low cliffs some fifty to sixty feet high along this stretch and Bruce was 
watching the trail, not looking toward the sea, when something caught his eye. There was a natural shelf 


jutting out over a rocky pool below him and someone was there, swimming. Curious as to who would be 


swimming in the chilly waters even on such a calm evening as this, Bruce reined in and carefully walked to 
horse closer. Then he caught his breath. 


The weather had been mild for several days and during Janick's evening walks he had occasionally taken off his 
boots, rolled up his pants legs, and walked in the water. The water in the shallows was cool but invigorating and 
on this evening he could resist temptation no longer; he stripped to the skin and dove into a natural pool he 
had come across nearly a mile from the manor. Born and raised in a harbor town, Janick could swim almost 
before he could walk and some of his happiest childhood memories were of swimming with his mates in the 
shallows not far from his home. Even now he found the cool water peaceful and he swam several laps around 
the roughly circular area, then lay on his bank and let himself float, trying to rid himself of persistent 
troubling thoughts. At one point he heard a few small rocks fall into the water from the steep bank just to 
the north but he thought little of it, it was natural for rocks exposed to the sea to erode. It was nearly dark 
when Janick returned to the manor and when was surprised when Elizabeth told him that Lord Dickinson had 
returned earlier that evening. 

His employer was already in the study when Janick arrived for work at his usual time the next morning and 
the man's countenance was grave. He was pouring over some papers, one hand on his forehead, and he looked 
up with a start as Janick entered. For a moment Janick thought he saw a blush creep across the man's face 


but he was certain he must have imagined it. 
"Good morning, sir," he greeted Bruce. 
Bruce stood hastily, "Good..good morning, Gers. | didn't realize the time; I'll be out of your way now.’ 


"Sir," Janick smiled, "it's your study and your home! If you need to use the room | can certainly work 


someplace else!" 


"No, no," Bruce seemed to be in a hurry to leave and gathered the papers in a bundle. "| have to go to the mill, 
at any rate. Good day." He left so hurriedly that one of the papers fell unnoticed from his hand, and as soon as 
Janick saw it he ran after him, catching him partway down the hall 

"Sir! You dropped this!" 


"Huh? Oh, | see. Thank you." He reached to grab the paper and his hand brushed Janick's. Both men drew their 


hands back as though shocked and wordlessly turned, retreating in opposite directions. 


Janick hastily closed the door to the study and leaned back against it, his heart hammering. Once, when he was 
a boy, he had been stung by a jellyfish and in a way the jolt was similar to what he'd felt at the casual brush 
of Bruce's hand. He absently rubbed his fingertips with his other hand, wondering if he was going insane. Or had 
it simply been too long since he had been in the company of an attractive man? And Bruce was attractive; 
there was no question about that. Not tall but well built and muscular and very masculine in spite of his 
longish hair and full lips. He could not afford to make the same mistakes he had made at his uncle's offices; he 
couldn't afford to lose another job over what he thought of as his peculiarities. 


Bruce hurried from the house and, rather than waiting for Granger to prepare the brougham, saddled his 


stallion to ride to the mill. Perhaps a vigorous ride would help rid him of the effect Janick's light touch had 
had on him. He was aroused, and angry with himself for it. He didn't need this problem on top of everything 
else! He couldn't sack Janick now; if it weren't for the secretary he might never been aware of what was 

almost certain fraud being perpetrated against him, and he didn't really want to sack the man anyway. In a 
peculiar kind of way, he enjoyed having Janick around. It was like a worrisome tooth that was irritating but 


that one couldn't help but pick away at, deriving a perverse pleasure from the irritation 


By the time he arrived at the mill, Bruce was on edge and irritable. Somewhat to his surprise, he found Harris 


in his office, though the manager was dressed as though he was prepared to go out. 


‘Lord Dickinson!" Harris looked less than pleased to see him. "I didn't expect to see you here; we have a meeting 
scheduled in two days." 


"This can't wait" Bruce turned to Murray and another clerk, "Gentlemen, please leave. Mr. Harris and | have 


business to discuss." 


As soon as the other men were gone, Bruce closed the door and came around to sit at the desk, leaving Harris 


to take the visitor's chair. 


"I haven't compiled the information you requested as of yet..." Harris began, but Bruce motioned for him to be 


qui et. 


‘I'm afraid it has gone further than that. | know that you are falsifying records, Stephen" Bruce was a blunt 
and to-the-point man in business matters and by maintaining a businesslike demeanor he was able to hold his 


temper in check. 

"What?!" Harris bristled, "I assure you | am not...” 

"Don't trouble yourself to deny it. | have ample evidence." Bruce drew a leather satchel from his topcoat and 
removed some papers. "I've spent the past two days tracking down some of the vendors you have named on 
these receipts. They are phantoms, Stephen. They do not exist. | am on my way to see my solicitor but as a 
gentleman | felt | should first give you an opportunity to explain yourself." 

Rather than address the allegations, Harris sneered, "If it weren't for your fop of a secretary..." 

"Enough!" Bruce had a powerful voice, and he used it now to its full effect. "Do you think me so foolish that | 
would not have discovered your deceit even if | hadn't hired Mr. Gers? Why, Stephen? Why were you not 
content with the salary l'm paying you? By my calculations, you have embezzled over three thousand pounds 
from me in the month of November alone!" 


Stephen Harris made a derisive sound, "| admit to no wrongdoing!" 


Bruce made a supreme effort to soften his voice; he was dangerously close to losing his temper. "Are you in 


some financial hardship? If that is the case, you could have come to me for assistance... 

"I have no intention of talking to you or anyone else about my personal situation!" Harris fumed. 

Bruce sighed; he had hoped that he could come to some sort of gentleman's agreement with Harris but the 
man was being obstinate and uncooperative. "Very well, then. | have no choice but to go to my solicitor with 


what I've learned." 


Stephen Harris's voice went cold and hard. "No. No, Bruce" he was deliberately using his first name to taunt 


him, "I don't think you will." 
Bruce let a small hard laugh escape. "Oh? And why would | not?" 


"Because," Harris was using that clipped tone of voice again and his eyes were cold bits of stone, "I would be 


forced to bring out some things | think you would rather keep in your past." 


Bruce felt a flash of alarm, though he successfully hid it from the other man, "You have nothing with which 


to blackmail me!" 


Harris laughed outright now, "You don't think | do. You think you were able to cover up the whole incident, don't 


you? | know, Brucel | know about it all, and | will not hesitate to tell anyone who will listen!" 


Chapter Six 
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Chapter Six 


Janick finished his evening walk and retired to his room, attempting to relax by reading one of the books from 
Lord Dickinson's extensive library. After three hours of reading the same chapter, however, he was forced to 
give up. He had too much on his mind. Perhaps a glass of wine would enable him to get some sleep; Elizabeth 
always kept a good supply of wine in the kitchen to serve with the servant's dinner. It was lower quality, of 
course, but Janick wasn't particular. It was well after ten o'clock, an hour when everyone in the house should 
be asleep or at least closeted in their own rooms, so Janick didn't bother putting on his waistcoat or his boots, 
instead padding downstairs in his white shirt untucked from his breeches and his bare feet. The wine was in 
the pantry and Janick found a bottle that was three-quarters empty. Grabbing a glass from the drainboard he 
took the bottle and headed back toward the stairs. 


"Gers!" 


Halfway down the hall Janick nearly jumped out of his skin at the sound of his name, though the voice wasn't 


loud. It came from the unlit library. 

"Sir?" he ventured, recognizing the voice as Lord Dickinson's. 

A lamp was turned up and he could see into the room. Bruce sat back in the chair behind the huge mahogany 
desk, his hair down, his cravat loosened and the top buttons of his shirt undone to reveal an abundantly hairy 
chest. It took Janick a moment to notice the half empty brandy decanter on the desk and the glass in Bruce's 
hand. 


"| apologize for being about in the house at this hour..." Janick began, but Bruce waved a hand. 


"No matter, no matter! So you felt the need of a bit of the juice of the grape, did you?" he gestured vaguely 
to the bottle in Janick's hand. 


"Yes, well, I've been having trouble sleeping and Elizabeth has always assured me that the wine is available..." 


‘Of course, of course, | understand perfectly. |, too, have been having difficulty sleeping as of late. We may as 
well enjoy these things while we can, eh, Gers?" 


Bruce was, Janick realized, half drunk. He didn't know how to respond to that statement and wavered at the 


door, unsure if he should just go on his way. 


"Come in, Gers, come in" Bruce gestured expansively. "Since you are of a mind, you may as well have some fine 


brandy rather than Elizabeth's cooking wine, don't you think?" He waved Janick into the chair opposite the desk. 


Bruce took another healthy swig of brandy and refilled his glass, splashing some into another glass as well and 
offering it to Janick. 


"Ah, it was a nice run while it lasted, wasn't its Gers? It was a good life." Bruce was shaking his head, talking 
almost as if to himself. 


"l. l'm not sure what you mean, sir.” Janick ventured. 


"No, no, of course you don't. To put it simply, it's all over. The mill, the manor, the land, the servants. Two 
hundred years of Dickinson's in this house, and now it's all over." Bruce looked up at last, meeting Janick's eyes. 
"l'm a ruined man, Janick" Neither of them seemed to notice his use of Janick's first name. "In the end | will 


probably have to emigrate, after | sell everything and sign over the mill.” 


"Sell everything? Sign over the mill? | don't understand, sir. | know there are some minor issues with the 
finances but nothing as drastic as that!" 


Bruce simply shook his head and drained his glass, "Drink up, man! Enjoy it while we have it!" 


Janick took a tentative sip but felt compelled to ask, "But what is it, then, if not the finances?" Then he 
realized he was speaking out of turn, "I'm sorry, sir. H's none of my concern, | know, but..well, you seem to be 


in despair," he ended weakly, unable to think of a better way to express himself. 


‘Oh, it's hopeless.” Bruce said almost matter-of-factly, "It's hopeless indeed. You will be all right, Gers. | will, of 
course, write you a glowing recommendation. Your work here has been exemplary and it's been... very pleasant 


to have you in my employ.” 


"But | had hoped to remain in your employ for some time! Sir," Janick leaned forward across the desk, his hand 
instinctively reaching out to touch Bruce's until he withdrew it at the last minute, "whatever has happened, it 


cannot be as bad as you are implying!” 
Bruce swirled the amber liquid in his glass thoughtfully for a moment, then looked up at Janick, his gaze 
remarkably clear for an inebriated man. "Very well, | will tell you. | am being blackmailed. | am being blackmailed, 


and there isn't a thing | can do about it" 


Janick was taken aback, "But..out surely you can go to the law...” 


Bruce laughed but there was no rancor in it, "No, no. Not about something like this. Even the law would run me 


out of the country for something like this.” 
"But what could possibly be that bad?!" Janick cried, forgetting himself in his empathy for the other man, 


Bruce's gaze was steady as he looked at his secretary. "All right, | will tell you. It will be common knowledge 


soon enough anyway, because | have no intention of giving in to Harris's demands." 


"Harris is blackmailing you?! Is it because he has been falsifying the books?" Janick was less shocked than he 


expected to be; he suspected that Harris had something to do with this. 


"Partially, but its more about why he felt he could get away with embezzling from me. Harris and | went to 
the same University, though he was two years ahead of me. | enjoyed University, and | made friends there. 
Friends with the same... tastes as myself. We would go out on the weekends and visit local establishments. 
Unsavory establishments. One night there was a police raid and we were all caught in compromising positions." 
Bruce shook his head. "I was so certain that we had hushed it up. We were all from wealthy families and our 
families paid a great deal of money to the right officials to ensure that no word of this was ever known Yet, 
somehow Harris heard of it. Now he's seizing the opportunity to use it against me. He's demanding that | allow 
him to run the mill as he sees fit and that | pay every bill he puts before me. If | do not, he will tell everyone 
about what happened that night all those years ago." 


Janick was overwhelmed by this, but he was also confused, "But sir, being caught in a bordello is not that 
uncommon! Several of my own schoolmates have had similar things happen, it's more or less overlooked, 


especially if the boy is from a prominent family!" 


Bruce was still looking steadily at Janick, "If it was an ordinary bordello, perhaps. It was a male bordello, Janick. 


A molly house." 
"Oh!" Janick felt as though the breath was punched out of him and a cold knot settled in his stomach. "l... | see." 


Bruce smiled a smile with no humor. "You will want to leave my employ now, of course. | understand. The job 
will be ending as soon as this all comes to light anyway; | will sell everything as quietly as | can, pension my 


dear Elizabeth and the others so they can live well, and | will leave. For Australia, perhaps, or America" 


"I do not want to leave your employ, Bruce!" Janick didn't consciously use Bruce's first name, it simply slipped 


out. "| want to help you fight this!" 


Bruce looked astonished. "But why? And why would you stay in the employ of a known..a known..." Bruce 
struggled, but couldn't bring himself to say the word. 


Janick interrupted him, his expression resolute. "I will tell you why. Before | worked here, as you know, | worked 
for my uncle. | was the accountant and | shared my office with the payroll clerk, a man named Frasier. Frasier 


and |... became close. Very close." 


Comprehension dawned in Bruce's eyes, and with it a spark of something else. "You mean...2" 


Janick nodded. "We were found out, and Frasier was packed off to the continent in shame. Because | was family 
Uncle Harlow didn't brutally kick me out, but he very strongly suggested that | leave town and never return 
A lump formed in Janick's throat as he spoke; he had been avoiding even thinking about Frasier for over a 
year and talking about him now was unbelievably difficult. Losing Frasier had been more difficult than being 


forced to leave his hometown and being ostracized by his family. 


Bruce was quiet for so long Janick feared he had fallen into a drunken stupor, but when he finally spoke his 
voice was clear, though listless. "| am sorry that happened to you. And | appreciate your willingness to remain 
here and attempt to help, but don't you see? Its hopeless!" 


"Not if we can find some leverage against Harris," Janick suggested. 

Bruce looked up with somewhat bleary interest. He had been so despondent since his confrontation with Harris 
his only thought was that he had to defy the man, then flee. He had come straight home from the mill and 
begun drinking, which hadn't helped him to think clearly about alternative ways out of this predicament. Now he 
remembered that he had been considering having Benson check into Harris's background before this had all 
come to light. 


"IFs unlikely that anything could be found," Bruce cautioned, not allowing himself to get his hopes up. "Harris is 
originally from London and his family are involved in banking, but | know little else about him." 


"Do you have the means to at least check into him?" Janick asked. "It occurs to me that he may have some 
motivation for embezzling you beyond mere antipathy for your...personal preferences. Some financial problems, 
perhaps." 


"He did get agitated when | asked him about his personal finances," Bruce mused, remembering Harris's refusal 
to even discuss the subject. "My solicitor would be able to make some inquiries, but I'm just prolonging the 
inevitable! It would be better for everyone if | were to quickly conclude my business and leave." 


"If you will forgive me for speaking out of turn," Janick said, "| do not see you as a man who easily gives up!" 


Bruce gave Janick a long look. It was true that at one time Bruce was a fighter, unwilling to knuckle under to 
anyone. It had all changed after that fateful night. He remembered it well, as much as he tried to forget it. He 
and his mates had taken to frequenting the establishment nearly every weekend, and Bruce was enjoying a 
freedom he had never dreamed possible. Though he had known since his early teens that women held little 
interest for him, it wasn't until he met other like-minded young men in school that he discovered the truth 
about himself, and it wasn't until he was in University that he had been able to indulge in his newfound desires. 
There were several attractive young men at the molly house and he had been sampling the latest on the night 
the doors came crashing down. The men who worked there were carted away amid kicks and punches from the 
disgusted policemen and the university students found with them had been turned over to their families. It 
was fortunate that they were all of a privileged background or they, too, would have been beaten and sent off 


to prison. As it was, they suffered the jeers and verbal abuse of the law enforcement officers until their 
families were able to come up with the sizeable sums of money necessary for the whole incident to be 
‘forgotten’. For months after the incident Bruce lived in cold terror that somehow someone would have heard 
of it. He separated himself from his former friends and withdrew into himself, becoming all but a recluse until 


obtaining his degree. 


Bruce raised his glass to his lips only to find that it was empty. He looked across the desk into the clear gray 
eyes of Janick. "| suppose | have nothing to lose by having Benson make inquiries," he said finally. "All is lost, 
anyway. Thank you, Janick" This time his use of the man's first name was deliberate, they now had a sort of 
bond. "You have not only motivated me to try to fight for what is mine, you have..you have helped me to feel 
that l'm not so alone, after all." 


"Of course you are not alone,” Janick said softly. "Men like us are not so rare as society wants to believe. You 


learned that when you made friends in University; | learned that when | met Frasier." 


Janick's voice wavered against his will when he spoke Frasier's name and Bruce noticed. "You loved him very 


much, didn't you?" he asked quietly. 


Janick was slow to reply, "l.l believed | did" Janick was on his second glass of brandy by this time and it 
loosened his tongue. "And | believed he cared for me as well. Yet after he left..! heard nothing from him." In his 
heart, Janick had firmly believed that when Frasier got settled in France he would send for him and that they 
would somehow find a way to be together. Now he realized that Frasier had been so deeply ashamed of their 
relationship that he would never contact Janick, and it hurt. A lot. 


‘lam sorry," Bruce genuinely meant that. "| have never been in love ...," he trailed off, because he wasn't 
certain of the truth of his words. Right at this moment he felt a strong bond with Janick, a warmth and 
camaraderie that, in spite of the monumental troubles facing him, he felt joy in knowing that the other man 
believed in him and was not judging him. Joy in simply being in Janick's company. He couldn't bring himself to 
say he had never experienced love because he was beginning to suspect that he was feeling it now. Taking a 


deep breath, he sat up straight. 
"Right, then, | suppose | had best be off to my bed. | will go to see Benson in the morning." 


Janick stood as well, draining his glass. "And | will continue to look through the ledgers. | would like to find when 


this deception started; there may be a clue there as to Harris's motives." 


They moved toward the door, Bruce dousing the lamp, but before leaving the room he chuckled, turning to 
Janick, "Do you know what Harris had the gall to imply? That | hired you as more than a secretary! He can see 


that I'm attracted to you and believes the services you perform here aren't necessarily of a clerical nature!" 


Janick stopped still. Bruce was clearly inebriated and was being less than judicious with his words so he knew 
he shouldn't make too much of it, but Bruce just admitted that he was attracted to him! He could not think of 


how to respond to that and Bruce had now passed out into the hallway, so Janick chose not to respond at all. 


"We will find a way to stop him, Lord Dickinson. I'm sure of it" he said instead. 


They walked to the stairs, but Bruce glanced over at Janick, "We are in this together, then, so it would be 


perfectly all right if you were to call me Bruce, at least in private." 


Janick smiled. "Very well..Bruce." 


Chapter Seven 
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Chapter Seven 


Bruce awoke early, ignoring the pounding in his head. He clearly remembered the previous evening in spite of 
the alcohol he'd imbibed and found himself buoyed up by Janick's determination to curtail the blackmail. 
Realistically, he knew that it was likely a lost cause but in some strange way knowing that Janick was willing to 
work on his behalf encouraged him and reawakened the fighting spirit that was once so strong in Bruce's soul. 
It wasn't only his secretary's belief in him, though; it was knowing that Janick was a man like himself, a man 


who preferred men over women. 

Bruce paused in his shaving, scowling at the mirror. Had he said something inappropriate to Janick last night? 
Had he somehow conveyed his interest to the other man? He couldn't remember. If he haa, it hadn't deterred 
Janick. The blonde was already in the study when Bruce arrived and he looked up with a smile that brightened 
an otherwise overcast morning. "Good morning... Bruce! | believe | may have discovered when Harris began 


altering the books." 


"Have you?" Bruce pulled up a chair next to Janick to look at the papers the secretary indicated. They showed 
that the books balanced almost perfectly up until the previous October. 


"It only took me an hour to go through August and September's receipts; nothing seems amiss until we get 


into October." Janick told him, his long finger running down a column of numbers. 

Bruce watched the tapered digit, his mind flashing back to long white limbs in the water, a graceful figure 
shook himself, swallowing thickly and forcing himself to focus on Janick's words. 

"I see. Excellent work, Janick | am not sure how this will help us, but every bit of information is useful." 


Janick smiled at the word ‘us' and the use of his first name, touched by his companion's awareness that this 


affected both of them to some degree. 


"Indeed it is, and | intend to look further into the falsified receipts next. There may be something common 


between them that will be of help." 


Bruce stood, "Splendid idea. | am going to speak with my solicitor now but | would like to meet with you in the 


library after dinner to learn what you have discovered." 


Bruce found himself ill at ease as he met with his solicitor. James Benson was an older man, balding on top 
with white tufts over his ears and he wore his spectacles at the end of his nose. He had been a friend of 
Bruce's father and had always treated Bruce with kindness, aware that the boy had a difficult childhood with 
the taciturn late Lord for a father, so he was understandably shocked when Bruce confided that he was being 
blackmailed. He very naturally inquired about the nature of the blackmail 


| would rather not say, James," Bruce told him. "It was simply some..indiscretions during my University days." 


"Gambling? Women? If I'm to focus my inquiries on a specific event it would be helpful to know it's nature." 


Benson told him, not unreasonably. "We are under a confidentiality agreement, Bruce; | will not repeat anything 


that is said here." 


Bruce shook his head, "Still, | prefer not to say. | would like you to focus your inquiries instead on Stephen 


Harris, the man who is blackmailing me." 
"The mill manager?" Benson's bushy eyebrows shot up. 


"The very same. | am choosing to fight fire with fire, as it were. He had been embezzling from me and | would 


like to find out why he has turned dishonest. Perhaps he has a bigger skeleton in his closet than | have." 


"Hmm..." Benson pushed his glasses up and began to take notes, writing down what little Bruce could tell him 
about Harris. "I'm not sure this is your best course of action, Bruce,” he cautioned. "| feel that you would be 


better advised to go to the authorities." 


"Impossible!" Bruce stated decisively. "And if your inquiries should come to naught, as | fear they will, | will be 
calling upon you to dispose of my estate." 


"Dispose of your estate!" Benson exclaimed in shock 


Bruce stood to leave. "I will not live the rest of my life in fear of Stephen Harris's exposing me. He has given 
me a fortnight to consider his proposal; I'm to give him complete control of the mill and its finances or he will 
take the tale of my...youthful imprudence to the public. | have no intention of turning the mill over to him, | 


will sell everything | own and turn the business into a worker's cooperative first” 


Benson was speechless, staring after Bruce as the man left his office. Then he got to work, dashing off several 
telegrams to send. Whatever Bruce may have done to put himself in a position to be blackmailed, Benson had 
known him since he was a child and he knew that the young Lord had a good heart behind his rather haughty 
exterior. 


Benson had been the man to arrange the secret charity work Bruce accomplished in the area, anonymous 


donations to families suffering injury or illness, building materials mysteriously delivered to local shops to be 
distributed amongst the tenants of the estate, Christmas baskets sent to the elderly and the orphans of the 
town - it was all Bruce's work Benson would do everything he possibly could to help Bruce rid himself of his 


blackmailer. 

Bruce limited himself to one brandy after dinner as he waited in the library for Janick to appear. He felt that 
his visit to Benson was futile and he knew that somehow merely seeing the blonde and hearing his soft voice 
would bolster his spirits. Janick arrived after a few minutes and greeted him with a hesitant smile. 

"Come in, Janick. Brandy?" 


"Perhaps a small one, thank you." 


"Did you learn anything of interest today?" Bruce's hand wanted to tremble as his fingers touched Janick's as 
he handed him the glass and he distracted himself by getting up to draw the heavy curtains. 


"No," Janick sighed. "| feel as though | wasted the entire day. | went through every one of the falsified receipts 
and there is no order to them whatsoever. They are completely random, other than the ones we know to be 
made out to associates of Harris's." 

Bruce nodded; he hadn't expected the idea to lead to anything. "Thank you for the effort, though. As for 
myself, | have my solicitor doing some background research on Harris, but as Harris is from London | don't 
expect that he will learn much from here." 

"Pity we can't go to London to make inquiries there," Janick mused. 

Bruce looked up; his interest suddenly piqued. "But why can't we?" 

Janick nearly choked on the brandy, "Go to London?!" 

"Why, yes; why not?" 


Is a day-long train ride, for one thing!" Janick exclaimed. 


Bruce merely shrugged, "Yes, but the train is comfortable and | do own a townhouse there which | have at my 


disposal when business takes me to the city. Would you be willing to accompany me on this venture, Janick?" 
"Me?" Janick was clearly astonished. "How could | possibly be of assistance?" 


Bruce couldn't help but chuckle, "Janick, you are too modest! You have a very keen intellect and a spirit to 
match! Why, if not for your determination to fight this thing | would already be booking a ticket to Australia! 
Besides," he softened his voice and leaned forward, "I need your personal support in this. You are the only 


person | know who knows what it's like... 


Janick nodded, knowing exactly what the other man meant. "| understand. | would be honored to accompany you." 


Excellent!" Bruce was relieved that Janick agreed so readily. "I will book our train for the day after tomorrow; 


there are some things | want to check into locally first" 


The two men sat talking for the next two hours, thinking of inquiries they could make in London. Bruce had 
several associates there from estate business that were not connected to the mill in any way and Janick knew 
one or two people from his own University days who now resided in the city. Because the Harris family were 
fairly prominent in banking it wouldn't be difficult to learn about the family but learning about Stephen 
personally could prove more difficult. Bruce remembered mention of the area in which he grew up from casual 
conversations with the man and it was fortunately not far from where Bruce's Townhouse was located. 


"| will wire my staff tomorrow to prepare the townhouse for our arrival late Friday,’ Bruce told Janick as they 
concluded their discussion Bruce lingered, reluctant to go up to his cold bedchamber. There was a feeling of 


camaraderie in talking with Janick, a companionable warmth that he didn't want to end. 
"How long do you expect us to stay?" Janick inquired. 
It's difficult to say, but several days should determine whether this whole idea is as foolish as | fear it is." 


"It is never foolish to try, Bruce,” Janick assured him, his gray eyes shining in the lamplight. "I know that 
realistically worse may come to worse and Harris will get his way, but we have to do everything we possibly 
can to prevent that!" 


Bruce felt a lump of gratitude form in his throat. "I confess that | don't entirely understand why you are so 
determined to help me; it would be very easy for you to find another secretary's position” 


"Not one | like half as much as | like it here," Janick told him, "And surely not for an employer | admire as 


much as | do yourself” 


Bruce looked up quickly but Janick was looking away, gazing at the books that lined the walls, seeming lost in 
thought. The library seemed a warm and cozy haven to Bruce at that moment, a refuge from a world that 
didn't understand or accept men like themselves, and he found himself once again thankful that he had been 
fortunate enough to find someone like Janick. He felt now as though they were comrades or even friends more 


than employer and employee and he sensed by his more relaxed, less formal manner that Janick felt similarly. 


"If the worst happens," he found himself saying, 


"and | do, indeed, have to emigrate...| will still need a secretary. Someone to manage my resources." 


Janick looked at him, not speaking for a moment. "It will not come to that," he finally said. "But...thank you for 
the offer of employment.” 


"Damn it, man," Bruce found himself exasperated, "It is more than an offer of employment. It is an offer of 
friendship!" 


Janick's smile was immediate and bright, he found his heart filled with a strong affection for this man who up 
until a few days ago had been a rather aloof, seldom-seen lord of the manner. "Thank you Bruce. l.. | am glad 


of your friendship. It gets tiresome being alone not knowing who, if anyone, | can trust” 


"You can trust me," Bruce assured him aloud, thinking in his heart that anyone who hurt this man would be a 


complete fool and would have to answer to him. 


Janick felt a wave of emotion almost overwhelming him, "Thank..thank you," he managed. "And you can trust 


me as well" 


Bruce seemed to shake himself out of some sort of spell and stood, "I know | can, else | wouldn't have confided 


in you," he said almost brusquely. "Get some sleep, Janick; | will see you tomorrow." 


In his bedchamber Janick still lay awake two hours later, the distant sound of the sea coming faintly through 
his window. The face of his employer and the man's voice kept running through his mind; he had only to close 
his eyes to see the warm brown eyes in the lamplight and the faint smile on the full lips, to see the shadows 
of the late days growth of beard and to wonder what it would feel like to touch that stubbly cheek, to run his 


fingertip across those lips..to kiss those lips.. 


"Damn it!" Janick cursed softly, punching the pillow and rolling over for the hundredth time. In the years since 
he first accepted the fact that men held more of an attraction for him than women he had tried to subdue 
his naturally warm, outgoing personality out of fear of someone becoming close enough to learn of his secret. 
Frasier was the only person he had dared to open up to, and that had ended in heartbreak and shame. Now he 
felt the same stirrings again, the longings he had first explored with Frasier, only this time they were 
stronger. Much stronger. Yet Janick knew he would jeopardize their budding friendship if he allowed himself to 
continue these forbidden thoughts, and there was also the irrefutable truth that Bruce was still ostensibly his 
employer. The pink edge of dawn was touching the clouds before Janick was able to rest. 
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Chapter Eight 


Bruce had a clear mission for the next day. After booking himself and Janick a private compartment on the 
train to London, he instructed Granger to drive him into the next town, six miles further inland. During the ride 
he tried to convince himself that he had booked the private compartment so he and Janick could speak freely 
as they planned their investigation and not have to keep up the façade of their respective social stations, and 


not that he merely wished to be alone with the blonde. 


Arriving at their destination Bruce had no difficulty locating what he sought - a large stone tavern on the 
edge of the tiny village. A large sign hung over the doorway reading "The Golden Anchor", with small lettering 
beneath reading "Prop: Michael McBrain" Bruce only knew the man as Nicko, and if Bruce had a childhood friend, 
that friend was Nicko McBrain. Nicko's father had been Bruce's father's manservant and because the boys 
were of an age they ran and played in the halls and passages of the manor, too young to know better. Nicko's 
father passed away when he was merely eight and Nicko was swept off to live with his grandparents, who 
owned this inn. The inn was now Nicko's, and even though they had seen one another rarely over the 


intervening years, Bruce and Nicko were still on easy terms. 


The tall, rawboned blonde was behind the bar good-naturedly berating another man for not putting the liquor 
bottles away correctly. "Goddamn it, Smith, | want them lined up in rows by namel! Don't you know your 


alphabet, man!?" 


For a response the other man swung a rolled-up bar towel at Nicko's arm, causing the taller man to yelp and 


turn. His eyes gaped when he saw Bruce in the doorway. 


"Bruce Dickinson! | mean Lord Dickinson; forgive me but its been an age! Gave me a right start, you did! Come 


in, come inl" 


Bruce couldn't help but smile; it was still the loud, boisterous Nicko that he had known twenty years ago. If 
only those carefree days had lasted foreverl! He was soon swept up in a nonstop narrative of local happenings 
and bombarded with names of people he didn't know who were doing things he didn't care about, though he 
listened attentively. 


"Listen, Nicko," he said quietly when the other man stopped for a breath. The two were sitting over freshly 
pulled pints by this time and Bruce glanced over his shoulder to ensure that the other man, who Nicko 
introduced as his bartender Adrian, was out of earshot. "This is all very interesting, and this is partly why I'm 


here. I've heard that everyone in the area passes through your tavern sooner or later.” 


"Well," Nicko tried to look modest, "We do a fair bit of business here, being at the crossroads and all, and most 


of the locals come in regular for their pints as welll" 
"Good!" Bruce smiled, pleased that the man was doing so well. "So | suppose you hear quite a bit of news." 
"If it's news you want, I'll do my best, but what passes through here is more gossip than news!" 


Bruce laughed, "Actually, it's gossip I'm interested in, Nick. You've heard that | own the linen mill at 
Marskham?" 


"Heard you're treating the workers right fair, tool" he nodded firmly. Bruce's heart fell at that, if Harris was 


successful, all of the improvements he'd made to the labor conditions could be lost. 
"Well, do you know the man | hired as mill manager? Stephen Harris?" 


Nicko's eyes shot open wide, "Stephen Harris?!? Wavy hair with an auburn tinge, heavy brows, goes about with 


a chip on his shoulder?" 
Bruce nodded, "You do know him, then?" 


"I didn't know he's your mill manager, but aye, he comes in several times a week. He's sometimes in here right 
after we open. Been bending the elbow pretty heavily lately, he has!" Nicko said, draining his pint and sitting the 
glass down with a thud. 


"What can you tell me about him?" 


Nicko looked at him evenly, for once dead serious, "I don't want any trouble, Bruce," he said quietly after a 


minute. "For old times sake, | wish you would leave me out of this." 


Bruce's curiosity was more than piqued by Nicko's manner; he knew something about Harris and from the way 
he was acting it couldn't be good. "I swear to you that anything you tell me will remain between us. I'll not 


cause any trouble, Nicko, | promise you." 


Nicko played with his glass, obviously thinking, then he glanced to the cellar door where Adrian had gone to 
check in a delivery. Even though they were the only two men in the room Nicko still kept his voice to a near 
whisper, "Well, | don't know anything, you might say," he began warily. "It's all gossip and hearsay, but I've 
definitely heard some things. And | don't mean about his drinking, that's only been over the past few weeks. It's 


what he gets into down in York that worries me!" 


"Well?" Bruce was on the edge of his seat now; this could prove useful. 


Nicko hesitated and looked around the room again as though he thought the shadows themselves might be 
listening. "It's the Enterprise League" he whispered conspiratorially. 


Bruce looked at him blankly. The name was unfamiliar to him. 


"You don't know them?!" Nicko was incredulous. "Why, man, it's a gambling club! Very exclusive, very high 
stakes, and dead secret! Originally from London, they are, but there are dens sprouting up all over the country 


like so many poisonous mushrooms!" 


"Interesting!" Bruce's mind was in a whirl. So this is why Harris suddenly started stealing from the mill; the 
man apparently has a gambling problem. But if this Enterprise League was as secretive as Nicko made out, how 
could Bruce use Harris's ties to them to his advantage? It would be nigh impossible to prove a connection. "I 


will not utter a word of this, but | need to know where you heard about it?" 


"Well..Nicko hesitated, again glancing around. "It's something Ade mentioned to me: That's Smith; the bloke you 
saw when you came in. He's a jealous one, our Ade, and he's sweet on one of the barmaids. They had a tiff one 
day and he accused her of going around with Harris for his money. He said she laughed, saying Harris hasn't 
got any money, he gambles it away at the Enterprise League as soon as he gets it” 


So he had nothing on Harris but idle gossip and hearsay, Bruce reflected as Granger drove him home. Still, it 
sounded feasible, and it would give him and Janick a place to start. A gambler usually acquired the habit early 
in life so they may be able to hear something around the area in London where Harris was from. Bruce knew 


that there had been gaming clubs at University but he had other diversions on his mind at the time and 
hadn't paid any attention to who may have frequented them. 


On his way to meet with Janick in the library after his solitary dinner in his room, Bruce passed Elizabeth in 


the hall. 

| have your bags all ready, sir, and Granger will have you at the station at rine," she paused to tell Bruce. 

"And | hope you'll excuse me for saying it, sir, but l'm pleased you're getting away for a bit. And taking Mr. 
Janick as welll" Elizabeth beamed at him, obviously happy about what she thought was his loosening up a bit 
and becoming more social. 


"I do have a bit of business to do down there you know; it isn't a pleasure trip!" he cautioned her. 


Her smile never wavered, "None the less, you need the company of other people and to see a bit of life. And 


you couldn't hope for a better travel companion than young Janick; why the man is a ray of sunshine!" 


Bruce had to chuckle, "He's my secretary, Elizabeth; of course he is accompanying me on a business trip!" 


Elizabeth was still smiling she carried on down the hall and Bruce let out a fond, if exasperated, sigh. He 
remembered how Elizabeth had encouraged him to befriend Janick when the secretary first arrived and she 
now believed he had done so. And he had, but the bright future she was envisioning with Bruce opening up, 
becoming more social, and of the house being brightened with laughter and visitors seemed highly unlikely 


indeed. 


Janick was already in the room, standing looking out the tall windows over the twilight in the gardens outside. 
He didn't hear Bruce's approach and Bruce had to stop for a moment just to look at him. There were two 
lamps burning low as well as a small fire in the grate and Janick's hair was loose from its ponytail, highlighted 
with the golden light. Bruce's stomach got a warm knot in it and he felt himself catch his breath. This man 
was beautiful. Not merely attractive or even handsome, but beautiful. He wore a gray silk vest over his white 


linen shirt and black breeches that fit like a second skin, encasing his long, lean legs down to worn brown boots. 
"Good evening," Bruce finally found his voice. 
Janick turned with a smile, "Good evening. | am ready to be off first thing in the morning!” 


"Good, good! Let me fill you in on what | learned today," Bruce sat and poured them each a small brandy as he 


outlined what Nicko had told him. 


"A gambling club," Janick sighed. "I've never heard of this particular one but I've heard of ones like it. They're 
basically bottomless pits; if you lose, you're indebted to them and they charge outrageous interest so that 
you basically have to continue gambling there. But | don't understand, Bruce. If the club he's involved with is in 


York, why are we going to London?" 


"My friend told me that this club originated in London so its very possible he was involved with them there as 


well. Or perhaps he's been involved with some other illegal vice." 

Janick gave a soft laugh, "Very well, and it is certainly better than sitting and doing nothing at all. 

Bruce nodded, "And | have you to thank for convincing me of that!" 

The morning came gray and drizzly but when Janick greeted Bruce with a smile and a soft ‘good morning’ 
Bruce felt that it was a sunny summers day. Janick was waiting in the foyer with a small valise at his feet, 
wearing a black woolen waistcoat over fawn colored breeches, his boots highly polished with his hair in a tidy 
ponytail. Granger drove them to the train station with Elizabeth grinning at them from the front doorway all 


the way down the drive and, for once, the train was on time. 


It wasn't until they were settled on the padded bench in the small wood-paneled compartment that Bruce asked 
Janick if it had been long since his last trip to London 


"Truth to tell," Janick confessed with a somewhat sheepish smile, "I've never been!" 


Bruce was astonished and his mind was suddenly flooded with images of things in the city that he wanted to 
show Janick. He forced himself to curb those thoughts; this was a serious and probably futile trip; there would 
be no time for sightseeing or frivolity. 


"l used To go quite often," he told the blonde. "during my school years and after, until | took over the mill and 
there simply wasn't the opportunity. Benson has taken to conducting most of my London business interests 
through telegram; in fact I've given him instructions to wire me frequently while we are in the city. If we co- 


ordinate our efforts and communicate our findings, something may come of this after all." 


"What sort of London business interests do you have, if you don't mind my asking?" Janick inquired curiously. "l 


saw no reference to anything of that sort in your books." 


"No," Bruce shook his head, "there won't have been. It's mostly real estate - | own two or three buildings in 
the city and it is all handled through Benson It basically takes care of itself, there have never been any issues 


that require my personal attention so | have no papers at the house.” 


"But if you have business interests in London, why were you talking of emigrating?” Janick didn't understand. 
"Couldn't you simply relocate to the city and focus on those ventures?" 


Bruce sighed and shook his head, "You forget; Harris is from London. He would find me there and continue the 


blackmail, | am certain on it!" 
"Then we must stop him!" Janick said firmly. 


"Well, we've a long ride ahead of us," Bruce said with resignation, "so we may as well get comfortable." He 
unfolded a newspaper he'd bought at the station and after a moment Janick dug a small leather-bound book 
from his valise, a volume borrowed from Bruce's library. Within less than an hour, however, the blonde's 
restless night was catching up with him. He fought to keep his eyes open but soon fell asleep, slipping sideways 
in his seat to lean against the outer wall. 


Bruce had been surreptitiously watching Janick smother his yawns and struggle to keep his eyes open and he 
smiled fondly when the other man eventually succumbed to slumber. He gazed at his companion openly now, 

noting the flawless pale skin with only a faint hint of stubble, the loose wave of hair that had escaped from 

the neat ponytail, the long fingers loosely still clutching the book, and he felt his heart fill with warmth. How 
had he allowed himself to let this man, still a virtual stranger, into his life, and how had he trusted him with 
his deepest secrets? Still, he didn't regret having opened up to Janick. Even if he lost everything because of 

Harris, he had found Janick, he had made a friend and yes, he admitted it now; he had fallen in love. 


Seemingly unable to help himself, Bruce moved across to sit next to Janick, daring to reach out and gently tuck 
the escaped strand of hair behind the man's ear. Janick didn't stir, and Bruce felt emboldened. Dare he? He felt 
he had to take the chance. He leaned closer and let his lips brush feather-light against Janick's forehead, his 
heart pounding so loudly in his throat he was surprised that it didn't awaken the other man. 


Janick made a small, contented sound in his sleep and to Bruce's astonishment he moved, turning toward Bruce 


and leaning against him rather than the wall, one hand coming to rest softly against Bruce's chest. 


Bruce was overwhelmed. The solid warmth of Janick against his side was both comforting and exciting and he 
dared not move lest the other man awaken and move away. He cautiously reached up and covered Janick's 
hand with his own and had only to lean a few inches now to place another kiss on Janick's forehead. He closed 
his eyes, savoring the scent, the texture, the taste of the other man, then when he opened them again he was 
looking straight into the clear gray eyes of a wide-awake Janick. 


"L.l'm sorry," he managed to speak through a constricted throat, "I'm sorry, but you don't know how badly | 
want to kiss you!" 


Janick's gaze didn't waver. "Kiss me, then," he replied, his voice whisper soft. "please..." 


‘Oh God’, Bruce thought to himself, emotions rising up in him like an unrestrained tide. He moved slowly, leaning 
in toward Janick until he felt his lips brush across the other mar's. It was a light, chaste kiss but Bruce felt a 
return of pressure, however brief. Still, Bruce instantly questioned the impulse that led him to do it. 


‘|| shouldn't have let that happen," he said, forcing himself to move back a few inches. "It was completely 


inappropriate of me...," 


Janick hushed him, squeezing the hand that still held his own, "I wanted it to happen, Bruce. If | hadn't, | would 
have stopped you. It's all right." 


Bruce was shaking his head, "No, no.." he sighed, sitting back on the bench and sighing. "Its wrong. Especially 
now, with everything that's happening." 


"The troubles you are facing..that we are facing, should have no bearing on this," Janick told him. "In fact, one 


could say it is all the more reason to seek comfort with another person 


"Involving you in any of this was so wrong of me," Bruce shook his head, once again facing Janick. "It isn't your 


problem..." 


"You didn't involve me; | involved myself!" Janick reminded him. "And what we are facing is a problem common 
to any mon with our particular inclinations! Perhaps if we cease letting small minded self-righteous men like 
Harris bully us, then one day we will achieve the recognition that the way we feel is right and natural to some 


menl!" 


Bruce smiled a little, "I can't foresee that ever happening. We must face the fact that we are viewed with 
hostility as aberrations of nature." 


Janick was quiet for a moment, looking at Bruce. "Do you regret the kiss, Bruce?" he finally asked, a note of 


somethirg like hurt in his voice. 


Bruce met his eyes dead-on. "No. It was foolish and | should never have given in to the temptation, but...Janick, 


I've been wanting to kiss you for weeks!" 

Janick smiled, "And for weeks I've been thinking about kissing you!" 

"Have you?" Bruce felt a hitch in his chest, scarcely able to believe he'd heard the other man correctly. 
“And, like you, | felt it was wrong. | am in your employ..." 

Bruce shook his head, "We mustn't think of it that way. We are.. we are friends, Janick!" 

"But..."Janick was almost afraid to finish his thought aloud, "but what if we became... more than friends?" 


It would be foolish," Bruce sighed. "It would give more ammunition for Harris and others like him to use 


against us. Against both of us! And | do not want to subject you to that!" 


"You forget," Janick smiled gently, "that I've already been through it. And | had to go through it alone, being 
forced to leave my job and my home and what little family | had, and feeling as though no matter where | 
went, | would never fit in. | would not wish that on anyone, and | would never want for you to face what you 


are facing alone." 


Bruce was touched almost beyond words and he felt his eyes mist over, "I do not feel alone now, Janick!" 
Without taking the time to second-guess himself Bruce reached out and pulled Janick close, not kissing him 
again but holding him close. He could feel the other man's heart beating against his chest and his senses were 
overwhelmed with the closeness of him. Janick's arms slipped around Bruce in turn, his palms resting lightly 
against Bruce's muscular back, and Bruce heard him sigh quietly. He settled back against the back of the seat. 


"Sleep, Janick. Sleep, and try not to worry about where this is going to end." He whispered. He felt Janick relax 
against him and he tightened his arms slightly. Within minutes they were both asleep. 
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Chapter Nine 


A slight change in the tempo of the train's movements awakened Janick hours later. He awoke with a rare 
feeling on warmth and contentment and it took him a moment to understand why. Then he realized he was 
lying against Bruce's chest and Bruce's fingers were idly playing with his hair. With a faint feeling of alarm he 
sat up abruptly. 


"Good morning, Janick," Bruce smiled at him. "Or good evening, rather. You must have been exhausted; you slept 


for five hours. We are in the outskirts of the city now." 

"We are?" Janick was still a little bleary. He reached over and parted the velvet curtain covering the 
compartment window and saw row after row of brick tenements passing by the window under a leaden sky. His 
mind was not on the view; he was thinking of what had passed between them before he fell asleep. He faced 
Bruce. 

"What happened earlier? Between you and |, | mean?" 


"I'm not entirely certain," Bruce admitted. "But unless | am mistaken, it would seem that you and | feel a 


mutual attraction toward one another." 

Janick nodded, feeling a little sheepish about admitting it so openly. "It would seem that we do. You kissed me!" 
Bruce's smile became a grin, "I did, and you permitted it” 

"| did more than permit it, | welcomed it!" Janick admitted, flushing slightly. 

Without a word Bruce leaned in and kissed him again, and this time there was no hesitation in Janick's response. 
He met the pressure of Bruce's lips and slid his hand up to cup the darker man's cheek to make the kiss linger. 
It was still an innocent kiss with closed lips and both men kept the passion that sparked between them in check, 


though Janick let a soft moan involuntarily escape. 


"What..what is to happen now?" he finally dared to ask. 


"Now we continue with our mission here," Bruce said firmly. "Whereas before | had no real hope of defeating 
Harris, you have given me both hope and encouragement. And you have given me a reason to fight this. If 
anything is to become of what you and | feel for one another, we must be free of this looming threat. And | 


want something to become of it, Janick!" 


"As do Il" Janick said earnestly, his hand still on Bruce's stubbled cheek. "But whatever may happen with 


regards to Harris, l.l do not want to lose what we have found together!" 


"| will not allow that to happen!" Bruce assured him, kissing him once again. It was becoming more difficult for 
them to keep their rising desire in check and after a moment Janick daringly parted his lips, immediately feeling 
Bruce's tongue slip between them. The surge of arousal he felt was breathtaking and he gasped into the kiss. 
Bruce was evidently experiencing much the same thing because when they drew apart his breathing was 


labored. 


"Bruce," something was nagging at Janick's mind, "when you were at University and would visit...that 


Bruce was confused, "The sort of thing you would imagine, | suppose.” 


"No," Janick shook his head, struggling to find the words he wanted to ask. "I... | mean, how," he looked down in 


embarrassment, "how experienced are you in..this?" 
Bruce suddenly understood, "Oh! Well, ummm... it was a molly house and anything goes in those places, so..." 


"so you've done.., everything with other men?" Janick was pressing the point; it was somehow important for 


him to know. 


Bruce felt a wave of shame. He had been insatiable in those days, thrilled at finding a place he could live out 
the things he had only dimly fantasized about and eager to experience everything. "Yes," he admitted, looking 
away. "Pretty much everything.” He felt Janick's posture stiffen and he couldn't meet the other man's eyes. "l 
am not proud of it, but | paid them to fulfil my every desire, and they did. There were no feelings involved, no 


emotions..." 


Janick shook his head almost angrily, "No, that isn’t my concern. It's just that..well, my own experience is very 
limited. Frasier and | managed to slip into one another's rooms a few times but it was tense and nervous, and 


we never...never.... 
"You never made love, you mean? Never consummated the act?" 
Mortified that this was even being discussed, Janick couldn't raise his eyes from the floor and he merely 


nodded. He felt Bruce reach out to him and lift his chin, forcing him to meet his eyes. There was nothing but 


concern and sincerity in his gaze. 


"Janick, if you are worried that | expect something from you that you aren't comfortable with, please be 
assured that | do not! You are not one of the boys in the whorehouse; | care for youl | am content with 


whatever physical level you are willing to take this relationship to!" 


"No," Janick was increasingly frustrated at his inability to express himself clearly, “that isn't what | am trying 
to say either. Bruce, l.l want to experience every level of intimacy, and | want to experience it with youll" He 


finally said it, and he wasn't sorry. 


Bruce felt as though all the air left his lungs; like he couldn't catch his breath. It had obviously taken a great 
deal of courage for Janick to say that and now he looked nervous, as though he was terrified of Bruce's 
reaction to his words. More than anything else, Bruce was anxious to reassure him, "Are you certain of that, 
Janick?" 


"L am." Janick sounded less hesitant now. 


The train was noticeably slowing and a glance out the parted curtain showed Bruce the familiar approach to 
Paddington Station. Bruce had wired London the previous day to be met by Beatty, the old man employed as 
caretaker of his London townhouse. Mrs. Beatty would act as cook and bring in one of her daughters as 
housekeeper during the time of Bruce and Janick's stay, as per their arrangement, and Bruce knew that after 
the staff retired to their quarters over the carriage house in the evening he and Janick would be alone in the 
modest home. 


"| do not want you to feel any pressure, but perhaps tonight we should become more comfortable with one 


another, if that is acceptable to you." Bruce had difficulty keeping the excitement from his voice. 


Janick's eyes shone with nervousness and anticipation, “That is perfectly acceptable,’ he replied, hiding his 
apprehension behind formality. 


Beatty was waiting when they exited the station, looking even older and obviously deafer than Bruce 
remembered. Bruce greeted him and as a porter assisted the old man with the two men's bags Janick took his 
first look around London. Not much could be observed from their vantage point except endless background 
noise, the sometimes-overwhelming smells, and the sheer mass of people. He was thankful to climb inside the 
enclosed Hansom, though he watched the city go past as they rode for over half an hour to the location of 
Bruce's house. It helped distract him from the solid warmth of Bruce's leg against his own and the light grasp 
of Bruce's hand over his. They didn't speak, each busy with their own thoughts. 


Bruce's townhome was a narrow building in an older section of the city not far from the financial district and 
Janick knew from their previous conversations that the Harris family lived no more than ten minutes away. He 
pushed that thought aside as they arrived though and Bruce greeted a stooped, white haired woman standing 


with a somewhat younger woman in the Georgian doorway. 


"Mrs. Beatty, you have been well, | assume? And this would be Caroline, do | remember correctly?" he greeted 


the women. Both women bopped an abbreviated curtsey. 


"Welcome, Lord Dickinson," the younger women spoke. "Mother's hearing is as bad as Father's, I'm afraid, so 


you will have to communicate your needs through me. Please follow me; your chambers are ready." 


They followed the woman into a foyer and down a long hall, clean but with a faint smell of disuse, and she led 
them up the wide stairs off a drawing room. The upstairs hall was brightly lit with modern gas lighting as it 
was now dusk and a teenaged boy appeared from behind them with their bags. 


"My grandson Thomas," Caroline introduced the boy, who shyly bobbed his head as he put their bags in side- 


by-side rooms at the top of the stairs. "I will have a late supper ready in half an hour, gentlemen 


When she left them Janick made to go into the room where his bag had been stashed, but Bruce touched his 
arm, "After dinner we will go over our plan for tomorrow in the drawing room downstairs. We have to keep 
our real reason for this trip upmost in our minds in spite of..other developments." Janick nodded, finding 


himself getting lost in Bruce's dark amber eyes. 


Supper was surprisingly good considering the skeleton staff at the house and it wasn't long before the two 
men found themselves in a mahogany paneled room with a small fire glowing in the grate and gas light fixtures 


turned up brightly on the walls. It was a warm, comfortable room and it eased Janick's growing nerves a bit. 


Bruce, too, seemed distracted but he outlined his intent to go about asking questions the next day in Harris's 
bank under the guise of wanting to do business there. 


"And perhaps you would be able to find out something about the local gambling dens. From my Father, | 
inherited a standing membership in two gentlemen's clubs and they permit me to bring guests, so | will provide 


you with a pass. Those sorts of places are usually an endless well of rumor about such things." 


Janick nodded, somewhat intimidated by the prospect but knowing he would do anything he could to help Bruce. 
"Į will do what | can" 


Bruce smiled. They were sitting in chairs drawn up to either side of the fire. "You will do fine, Janick. You a 


naturally outgoing and engaging person, people warm to you immediately.” 
"You didnt," Janick reminded him with a smile. "For the first several weeks | was certain you disliked me!" 


"On the contrary," Bruce's voice lowered even though the staff had long since retired to their quarters above 
the stables, "I felt very drawn to you from the moment | saw you! | was simply afraid to allow myself to 


develop an interest in you." 


Janick could understand that; he would have felt much the same in Bruce's situation. The two sat talking for 
quite some time with Bruce telling Janick about previous trips he had made to London, about the theater and 
shows he had seen as well as the many points of interest in the city. 


"If circumstances were different | would show you everything! You would love it; the architecture, the history, 


the gardens and parks!" Bruce sighed, draining his brandy. 


Bruce looked so dejected that Janick had to speak up, "There will be things to see wherever we go, even if we 


don't find a way out of this current predicament." 


Bruce raised his eyes from the toes of his boots, "I know you spoke of accompanying me if | had to leave 


Britain, but...," 
"And | meant it!" Janick said, then felt he had to add, "that is, if you want me to." 


"Of course | do!" Bruce voice was low and firm. "In the short time I've known you, you have become an indelible 
part of my life. Even if nothing more than a close friendship develops between us | would consider myself 


honored by your company!" 


This was the most direct reference to a possible physical relationship they had mentioned since the train and 


the butterflies returned tenfold to Janick's stomach. 


Bruce must have recognized the look on his face, "And nothing more needs to develop between us; | want you 


to be assured of that." 


They had both slept on the train and neither was particularly tired but nevertheless Janick plucked up the 


courage to speak, "Would you permit me to share your bedchamber tonight, Bruce?" 


Bruce's eyes widened; he clearly hadn't anticipated that, "Again. would be honored!" he said, though his voice 
was somewhat husky. "And it's perfectly all right if nothing...intimate happens.” 


"| know," Janick managed to smile but was still embarrassed He knew that Bruce would not pressure him into 
anything but he couldn't help but wonder if Bruce had noticed that throughout the evening whenever his 
thoughts strayed to their kiss on the train he had been struggling to hide an erection He had fought to 
maintain his calm but his treacherous body had insisted on betraying him, or had it been his mind betraying 


him by reliving the kiss over and over in his memory? 


Bruce stood, holding out a hand to Janick, "Shall we go upstairs, then?" He turned down the gas lamp as they 
left the room, keeping hold of Janick's hand as the climbed the stairs side by side. Wordlessly Bruce opened the 
bedroom door. The boy, Thomas, had lit a small fire in there before leaving for the evening and it had burned 


down to a warm orange glow so the room was filled with indirect light. 


The rooms here were smaller than at the manor and as Bruce untied his cravat and removed his vest Janick 
found himself standing awkwardly in the small area between the bed and the dressing table. Bruce sat on the 


bed and looked up at him. 


"Sit down, please. Try to relax. | promise you | do not bite!" 
"What if | want you to?" Janick heard himself say, surprising himself as he sat on the edge of the bed. 


Bruce laughed quietly and moved to sit next to him, taking his hand once more, "Then | willl" he smiled. He 
raised Janick's hand and grazed it with his lips, then turned Janick to face him, leaning in for a soft kiss. "I 


think | would do anything to please you, Janick Gers!" 


Janick felt his reservations being pushed aside by a rising desire that made him dizzy as he returned Bruce's 
kiss. He thought he knew what to expect but this was vastly different from his hurried, tense encounters with 
Frasier. He found a boldness he hadn't realized he possessed as his arms slipped around the other man, pulling 
him closer. Bruce responded with a slight moan and deepened the kiss, his tongue sliding deliciously between 
Janick's parted lips. Janick was unable to think clearly, he felt as though he couldn't catch his breath and his 
heart was beating furiously. Worse yet, he was more aroused than he could remember being in his life and he 


wanted more. 
"Bruce...Bruce," he gasped when they eventually parted to catch their breath. 


"Am | going too fast?" Bruce was instantly concerned and moved away slightly. "I'm sorry, Janick. | don't know 
how to do this with a decent man, I've only ever been with whores and | don't want to treat you as | would 


treat them. We can stop anytime; you only have to ask" 


Janick was shaking his head, "I don't want to stop. | was going to ask .. can we lie down? In.in your bed?" Janick 


was finding it difficult to form words. 


Bruce's response was instantaneous. He took Janick's face in his hands and lay him back on the bed, kissing him 
again softly. "Relax, dear Janick," he breathed between kisses. "I will not hurt you and | will not leave you, not 
unless you ask me to." The kisses escalated, growing more intense, and Janick felt Bruce unbuttoning his shirt. 
His own fingers untucked Bruce's shirt from his breeches but dared go no further than to brush across the 
warm skin of his waist After several minutes Bruce moved back and leaned on his elbow, his face inches from 
Janick's. He was breathing fast and his skin was flushed, his full lips moist from their fervid kisses. 


"Janick," he reached out and slipped the tie from Janick's hair, brushing his fingers through the strands as 


Janick stove to regain his composure, "l.l want to tell you something but | know it will sound foolish." 
"What? You can tell me anything.” Janick's voice was little more than a breathy whisper. 


"Ive fallen in love with youl" Bruce said, his gaze unwavering. "I hardly know you, but | feel so strongly toward 


you that it cannot be anything else." 


Janick felt like his heart was bursting. He and Frasier had whispered the word love in the dark as they 
frantically stroked one another, hurrying out of fear of being caught, but he had never seen Frasier's face as 


he said it. Bruce's face was inches from his own and there was no hesitation or doubt in his expression. Janick 


had to reply honestly. 
"| feel the same toward you, and it is love; | have no doubt!" 


At his confession Bruce let out a low sigh and captured his lips again, "Let me make love to you, Janick! Let me 


take you as my own!" 


"Yes," Janick was murmuring against his lips as he felt Bruce continue to undress him. "Yes, | am yours... 
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Chapter Ten 


Though over the past several days Janick had found himself daydreaming of Bruce, nothing in his imagination 
could have created the sensations he was feeling now as Bruce carefully unbuttoned his shirt, laying soft 
kisses on the smooth white flesh as it was gradually uncovered. He was so lost in the moment that he didn't 
immediately return the touch, then he reached up and began loosening Bruce's shirt with trembling fingers. 


"May | remove this?" Bruce asked in a whisper as he slid the shirt from Janick's shoulders. Janick couldn't 
formulate a reply so he simply shrugged off the shirt and before Bruce could resume kissing him he quickly 
finished unbuttoning Bruce's shirt and removed it. Bruce had an exceptionally hairy chest and the hair was fine 
and straight, not coarse and curly. Janick found himself running his fingertips through it. 


can do anything you please. And we can stop whenever you...0H|" 

His breath caught as Janick leaned in and instead of kissing his chest, as Bruce expected, he delicately licked 
across Bruce's dark, rosy nipple. It sent a jolt through Bruce and he gasped, his hands flying to Janick's 
shoulders and pulling him closer. Janick was both kissing and licking now, his fingers still combing through the 


chest hair as Bruce let out a low moan. 


"Janick," he finally managed, pulling the other man upright and raising his chin with a finger. "this is getting..." 
he stopped and took a breath, ".. if we continue | may not be able to stop.’ 


| don't want you to stop," Janick murmured, his lips against Bruce's neck as he pulled him close again 


he wanted Janick to be absolutely certain what was involved here. 


It was Janick's turn to move back a few inches. His eyes were slate gray with desire and his breathing rapid. 
He licked his lips, trying to regain some semblance of control. "Bruce, | am a grown man. While its true | 


haven't yet done all the things you have done, | want to do them! | want you, Bruce! Please believe me and 


stop worrying.” 


Bruce paused as if thinking earnestly, then he nodded, his fingers brushing back Janick's hair which had escaped 
the ribbon and had become disheveled. "It's just that | do not want to take advantage of you." 


Much to Bruce's surprise, at his words Janick smiled and with a quick move he lay back, pulling Bruce down 
over him. "Then | will take advantage of youl" His hands slid down Bruce's muscular back to grasp his buttocks 
through his close-fitting trousers and he raised his own hips, grinding against Bruce's obvious arousal. There 
was no more time for talk. The two men were a writhing mass of passion and within minutes fingers were 


unfastening trousers, revealing heat and hardness and raw need. 


Though he had believed himself to be in love with Frasier, Janick had never felt anything this overwhelming in 
his life; he felt as though he was somehow outside of himself as he kissed his way down Bruce's torso and 
opened his already unfastened trousers, inching them down over his hips until Bruce impatiently took over and 
shoved them off, kicking them away. As soon as he was faced with Bruce's full nudity Janick slowed, marveling 
in a kind of disbelief at what was taking place. He and Frasier had always been in almost complete darkness in 
their encounters, the need for secrecy making their encounters brief and hurried The room they were now in 
was bathed in soft light and there was all the time in the world. What's more he felt at ease, comfortable, and 
giddy with desire. He crawled up over Bruce, resting between his outstretched legs, and lightly stroked him. 


"Janick.." Bruce moaned, "please.... 


At the first touch of Janick's tongue Bruce jumped as though a lightning bolt shot through him. The fancy 
boys he had known before had been expert in their trade; they knew exactly how to touch a man and exactly 
how to act but that it all it had ever been - an act. The emotion now flowing between him and Janick was as 


deep and profound as the physical sensations and he felt himself getting closer and closer to completion. 


"No," he gasped, stopping Janick, "no, let me..." Bruce felt tongue-tied, something quite unusual for him, and he 
gently pulled Janick up to his own level, kissing him deeply. Janick's trousers were undone but still on and Bruce 
could feel the hardness straining against them. He slid them down over Janick's slim hips, hearing the other 


man gasp when the cooler air of the room touched him. 

Bruce barely stifled a gasp as he gazed upon Janick. He was, to Bruce's mind, perfect in every way. But it was 
his eyes, dark with desire and open with trust, that convinced him that without a doubt he was headlong in 
love. Never in his visits to the molly houses had Bruce been more than a paying customer so he had always 
been the aggressor, always the one who called the shots. This was so very different. 

"What do you want, Janick?" he asked softly, his fingers caressing Janick's cheek 


| want you," was his only answer. 
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Janick awoke to a soft touch running along his jaw and he rolled, opening his eyes blearily. Bruce lay next to 
him, he could feel the heat of the other man's naked body full length against his side and he was running his 
fingertip along Janick's face, a bemused smile on his face. His long brown hair was loose and his face darkened 


with an overnight's growth of beard but his eyes were warm and indulgent. 


"Good morning, Janick my love," he smiled. "| wish that we did not have so much to accomplish today because | 


want nothing more than to stay here in bed and make love with you all day." 


Janick pulled himself up to a sitting position, hurriedly covering his bare chest with the sheet. "I'm not sure 
my anatomy would be up to that," he confessed with a small laugh. He was blushing as he remembered the 
previous night. He had been completely wanton, consumed with desire for Bruce and found himself doing things 
he'd never dared even dream of doing with Frasier. He recalled things he and Bruce had done; things he believed 
he could never do. It had been incredible, far more intense than his wildest imaginings, and Bruce had allowed 
him to set the pace, giving him many opportunities to stop him. Stopping had never entered Janick's mind. 


"Are you all right?" Concern was in Bruce's voice when Janick visibly winced upon sitting up. 


| have never felt better," Janick said truthfully and he slid his arm around Bruce, kissing his cheek. "Last night 


"Nor can |," Bruce was now tracing a finger on Jan's creamy arm, "but we must get up. We have to get busy." 


First | have to make it look as though | slept in my own bed last night," Janick realized with a start, jumping 
out of the bed and forgetting his nudity. He threw on his clothes from the previous day and darted into the 
next room and Bruce sighed, knowing he was right and bitterly regretting the need for such secrecy. The 

Beatty's were old but not stupid, they would certainly have been suspicious if Janick's bed hadn't looked slept 


In. 


Mrs. Beatty and Caroline had a full breakfast waiting for them once they'd washed, shaved, changed and gone 
downstairs. Janick was nervous, feeling that somehow the servants must surely know what had taken place the 
night before. His mind was certainly filled with images of it even as Bruce wrote him a pass that would enable 
him to enter the gentlemen's clubs. He walked with Bruce to the front door and as soon as he saw Mrs. Beatty 
and Caroline retreat to the kitchen with the breakfast dishes he reached out and touched Bruce's arm. 


"Please be careful, Bruce. This whole venture seems filled with risk" 


Bruce smiled a bit grimly and lay his hand over Janick's. "It seems filled with folly to me, but we must press 


on, my love." 


Janick's heart quickened with the endearment but he glanced around quickly to reassure himself that no one 
was within earshot. He quickly squeezed Bruce's hand, then Beatty entered announcing that the carriage was 


ready. 


The Harris family operated three banks but Bruce went straight to the main branch, a sedate stone building 
bearing a simple gold plate bearing the name several blocks from the townhouse. When he entered the marbled 
foyer he automatically slipped into the aloof bearing of the landed gentry. He purposefully approached the desk 
and firmly requested to see the bank president. 


The clerk blinked in surprise, "Do you have an appointment to see Mr. Harris, sir?" 


"I do not, however | am looking to do considerable business with this establishment and | wish to speak directly 
with the man in charge." 


Such was Bruce's bearing that the young man scrambled for a pen and paper, "Who shall | tell him is calling, 


then, sir?" 


"Lord Bruce Dickinson, Baron of Leatham," Bruce used his full title. "| would appreciate it if you do not keep me 


waiting; | have other banks to look into this morning.’ 


"Yes..yes, sir," the young man quickly stood and motioned to a young woman nearby, "Lydia, please make Lord 


Dickinson comfortable while | convey his message." 


Within minutes Bruce was sipping tea while seated in a comfortable waiting area and doing his best to appear 
bored and impatient. He knew the routine: The clerk would first confirm that Bruce is who he claimed to be and 
then would undoubtably check Burke's Peerage to verify his background. Bruce had no worries there; his was a 
two-hundred-year-old title and if the information in the book was accurate it would show that he not only 
owned a sizeable estate but it would also list the linen mill as part of his holdings. He knew that if Mr. Harris 
agreed to see him at all it would only be due to his wealth and title and he was trying to formulate a plan in 


case he was unable to see the bank president when nearly an hour later the clerk returned. 


"Lord Dickinson? Mr. Harris will see you now." 
y 


Janick chose to walk to the first of Bruce's clubs though it was some distance away. He wanted to use the 
time to think and reflect on the changes his life had suddenly taken. Part of his mind refused to believe the 
events of the night before had been no more than some wild dream, but the strange aches and slight 
discomfort he felt in parts of his body assured him otherwise. Then there was the giddiness that he simply 
couldn't shake in spite of the grave situation Bruce was in Bruce had been tender, gentle, and loving as well as 
passionate and intense and Janick had felt no doubt or remorse over the things he'd found himself participating 
in. He still didn't. If this was love, as he knew in his heart it was, then it surpassed all the poetry and novels he 


had ever read on the subject. 


Fortunately, Janick was not entirely unfamiliar with so-called gentlemen's clubs. his father had been a member 
of a similar establishment in his hometown, though it was far less grand than the one Janick gained entry to 
upon presenting Bruce's card. When he had come of age he had accompanied his father a time or two shortly 
before the death of his parents. Uncle Harlow had also been a member of a club, though he had not been 


invited to attend that one. Bruce's club was well appointed with immaculately clad manservants bringing drinks 
to the members present as they sat around reading newspapers, smoking cigars, and gossiping. They would no 
doubt have referred to their conversations as ‘discussing business but the talk was frequently heavily laced 
with gossip and this was what Janick hoped to hear. There were only two or three clubs such as this in the 
area where the Harris's lived and worked and though he knew it was a long shot, Janick accepted a newspaper, 
found a seat, and pretended to read while listening carefully to the conversation around him. It was still before 


noon so there were only a half dozen men present but most seemed to work in the financial field. 

After almost two hours had passed Janick grew tired of eavesdropping and put aside the newspaper, deciding 
that it was now late enough to indulge in a brandy. A short ornate bar was built discretely into one corner of 
the main room and Janick sat on one of the tall upholstered 

stools near young man in a rather loud checked suit who seemed to be on his second or third drink already. 
"Hello, mate," the man turned to greet him, putting out his hand. "My name is Cooke, Bayley Cooke.” 

"Janick Gers," Jan introduced himself. Jan's naturally sunny disposition made him easy to talk to, people were 
put at ease almost immediately around him and Cooke soon began talking openly. Janick freely supplied the 
other man drinks and waited until the man had finished them before attempting to steer the conversation in 


the direction he wished it to go. 


"You're from around here, then?" he asked Cooke as the man steered them to a large round table and 


produced a deck of cards. 

"Yes, yes. Born and raised. | work just across the way in one of my Father's friend's barks” 

"Oh?" Janick sipped the drink he had been nursing for the past hour. "Not Harris bank, by any chance?" 
Cooke looked up from his shuffling, "No, for Catron Financiers. Right glad | don't work for Harris! 

"Oh?" Janick fanned his cards casually, feigning only mild interest. "Why is that?" 


"Why, they watch their employees like hawks, man! Always breathing down their necks. Mate of mine worked 
there for a spell but he couldn't take it anymore." 


"That bad, was it?" Janick was very convincing at making casual conversation over a friendly game of cards. 
"Not at first, no, but after that trouble with Old Mr. Harris's son they really tightened the place down" 


"Stephen Harris you mean?" Janick's heart was hammering; could this man actually have some useful 
information? 


"You know him?" Cooke looked up curiously and Janick regretted using Harris's first name. 


"Heard of him. One of the blokes at school told me | should see Stephen Harris about a job if | ever came to 
London" Janick was growing nervous now, lying didn't come naturally to him but he had to bluff his way 


through this, for Bruce's sake. 


"Well, at one time that may have been good advice, but a couple of years ago Stephen Harris got himself 


kicked out of both banking and his father's willl" 


"Oh?" Janick was proud that there was only a not of mild curiosity in his voice as he lay down a card. "What 


did he do?" 


Cooke shook his head, not answering directly. "He had a great future, that one, until he mucked it all up! | knew 


him, we ran into one another at the games quite frequently.” 
"Games?" 
"The card games, man. The gambling houses. Couldn't control his gambling, that manl" Cook shook his head again 


and drained his glass. "| never heard the full story, but | have no doubt that gambling led to his downfall. Why, 
if it he had taken that much money from anyone but his father he would have ended up in prison!" 


Chapter Eleven 
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Chapter Eleven 


Bruce sat in the oak-paneled office across from a rather tired looking gray-haired man John Harris was 
reserved but cordial and Bruce was able to let his austere lord-of-the-manor facade relax a bit. Harris's staff 
had, as Bruce anticipated, researched him and his net worth and he knew that if anyone with a less prestigious 
name or fewer holdings would never have been allowed to see the bank president on such short notice. Now, 


however, he felt a wave of empathy for the man. There was an aura of sadness and resignation about him. 


Nevertheless, Bruce went ahead with his planned proposal. He was seeking a London bank to diversify his wealth 


and the keep the proceeds from the mill separate from his personal estate. 


"| see," Mr. Harris nodded, perching spectacles on the end of his nose, "We can, of course, accommodate you in 


this, and gladly so. May | ask, out of the hundreds of banks in the city, why was mine your first choice?" 


"IFs very simple,’ Bruce was taking a gamble here but he had to see it through, "You see, | went to University 
with your son Stephen 


The old man's already stooped shoulders seemed to slump and he removed his glasses, pinching the bridge of 
his nose. "Ah, Stephen" Harris suddenly stood. "If you are a friend of Stephens, l'm afraid | can't help you, Lord 


Dickinson." 
Bruce hadn't expected this reaction, he had only been hoping to establish some sort of personal connection in 
hopes Mr. Harris would speak more freely and perhaps share some stories or reminisce about his son. Thinking 


fast, Bruce remained seated. 


"| didn't say we were friends, Mr. Harris. | merely went to the same University as your son did. Because the 


name Harris was familiar to me | decided to visit your bank first." 


Mr. Harris relaxed and resumed his seat. "I see. | apologize if | seemed abrupt but the mention of my son..." he 


broke off and shook his head as he suddenly remembered he was speaking to a stranger. 


Bruce saw an opening and grasped it, "I understand. | believe there were rumors at school that Stephen had an 


estrangement from his family." 


Harris cleared his throat, "It wasn't so bad when he was at University; it wasn't until later..." Again the old 


man seemed to bite off his words. 


"Gambling, wasn't it?" Bruce mentioned as casually as he could He was hoping that Mr. Harris would overlook 


his being so forward out of a desire to sign him on as a client. 


At the mention of the word gambling old Harris seemed to age ten years, "Always a curse with that boy..." he 
muttered almost under his breath. "I packed him off to the north hoping to get him away from it! It was 
impossible to keep him on my staff here; | simply couldn't trust the boy!" 


Bruce knew he couldn't appear too eager for information so he pretended to ignore the statement and turned 
the conversation toward his banking needs but inwardly his heart was heavy for the old man across the desk 
from him. Stephen was the man's only son and it was obvious he had disappointed his father badly, but Bruce 


was no nearer to discovering anything that could help him. 


Janick originally intended to visit both the men's clubs that Bruce belonged to but he ended up staying at the 
one talking with Cooke until late. It was dusk by the time he walked back to the townhouse and his mind was 
busy unraveling the man's conversation, trying to sort useful information from nonsense as Cooke had gotten 
quite drunk over the course of the afternoon and evening. Janick had nursed the same drink for hours, 
listening not only to Cooke but to everyone around them but other than Cooke no one had mentioned the 


Harris name. 


Bruce was lingering in the parlour near the fireplace when Janick entered and he looked up with obvious relief. 


They were alone so he rushed over. 
| was starting to get a bit worried!" he confessed. "You're unfamiliar with the city and it's growing dark." 


I'm not as much an innocent as that!" Janick laughed, glancing around before returning Bruce's quick embrace. 


"My hometown has a rather rough dockyard district, you know." 


Bruce poured them each a glass of wine and they sat speaking quietly about their day until Caroline entered to 
announce dinner was served. Because the servants were going in and out constantly the two men were unable 
to talk freely again until the staff left for the evening, then they resumed their seats in the parlour, this time 
with glasses of brandy. 


"So this Cooke fellow says Harris stole money from his father's bank?" Bruce shook his head. "| feared it was 


something like that from the old man's reaction when | mentioned his son! Still, this isn't enough to counter the 


blackmail with!" 


"Not in of itself it isn't, but | did get the names of some of the people Harris used to gamble with here in the 
city," Janick reminded Bruce. "And | still have the other club to visit tomorrow." 


Bruce sighed, "I feel that it's all a waste of time!" 


Chapter Twelve 
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Chapter Twelve 


Janick recognized that Bruce was growing frustrated and despondent over what he felt was a fruitless search 
for something to counter-blackmail Stephen Harris with. The two men were sitting in wing chairs flanking the 
dying fire but Janick rose and moved to kneel in front of Bruce. 


"We must not give up! Even if we go down, we have to go down fighting and knowing we've done all we canl" he 


put his hand on Bruce's knee and Bruce closed his hand over it, raising it to his lips. 

"You are good for me, Janick! You will not let me give up!" 

"No, | will not," Janick smiled gently up at his lover and Bruce rose, pulling Janick to his feet and drawing him 
into a kiss. The passion sparked instantly and the kiss deepened, but after a few minutes the men drew apart. 
Even though the servants had long since gone to their quarters they still felt uneasy about being affectionate 


outside the bedroom. 


"If only Stephen Harris had someone like | have you," Bruce smiled as they resumed their seats, adjusting his 


breeches around his arousal. 


"You know, Cooke mentioned something about a woman Harris was rumored to be linked with before leaving 


London," Janick recalled. "The man was pretty drunk by that time so | took little notice of it” 
"A woman, eh? That may be worth following up on, though," Bruce mused. "Did he mention a name?" 


"No last name, but | think the first name was Emily or Emmaline. Something like that. There must be 
thousands of women with a name like that in the city." 


"Now who is being pessimistic?" Bruce teased with a smile. "I will keep my ears open tomorrow." 
"What is your next step, then?" 


"I intend to throw my title around a bit to try to wrangle a way into some of the local gambling houses." 


"Oh Bruce, that could be dangerous!" Janick warned, instantly concerned. 


"No, | think not. | only intend to sit in on a few rubbers of whist, or perhaps a game of dice. You need not 


worry, my love," Bruce smiled indulgently, "I will not get caught up in gambling!” 


The two men retired a short time later with Bruce once again leading Janick by the hand to his bedchamber, 
but this time rather than the trepidation he had felt the night before Janick was trembling with excitement 
and already aroused before they even closed the door. They fell wordlessly to the mattress in a tight 
embrace, Bruce pulling Janick over him as he lay back and pulling the tie from Janick's hair to let the sweetly 


scented golden waves tumble over their faces. 


More at ease and comfortable with one another now they undressed bit by bit, sharing kisses and slow 
caresses as they uncovered one another's bodies, urgency building but being held at bay in order to prolong 
the anticipation. Bruce let his palms slide across Janick's pale skin as the blonde lay beneath him, peppering him 
with tiny kisses and nips until Janick was half out of his mind, moaning softly as he ran his own fingers down 
Bruce's back and through his loosened hair. 


Bruce had worked his way down to Janick's groin now and found him so exited and needy he was glistening with 
excitement. With one slow movement Bruce took him into his mouth, being rewarded by a quick gasp followed 


by a low moan 


This was new to Bruce; he had always been the recipient in the past, but he knew he wanted to give Janick 
pleasure in the same way Janick had done for him the night before. To his surprise, he liked it. No, he amended 
in his mind, he loved it! Feeling Janick become more and more aroused, hearing the low moans and whispers of 
his name, feeling him tremble feeling how his hips moved as of their own accord brought Bruce so close to his 
own orgasm he had to make a supreme effort not to touch himself and complete it. He didn't want it to end 
that way so he redoubled his efforts, taking Janick deeper, moving his lips and tongue instinctively, and very 
soon he was rewarded by a sharp cry and a flood of hot liquid in his mouth. He had intended to carefully spit 
it out but he found himself not only swallowing but going back for more, licking and cleaning Janick as the 


other man lay back spent on the sheets. 


"Bruce..." Janick's voice was so low it was barely a whisper, "You..you didn't have to do that! No one has 


‘| didn't have to; | wanted to." Bruce moved up to speak softly in Janick's ear as he kissed his neck, "When | 
was a child Elizabeth would tell me tall tales of the moors that surround the house, how there are fairies and 
magical beings out there that bewitch the unwary. You must be such a being, my Janick, for you have 


certainly bewitched me!" 


Janick's low laugh filled Bruce's heart with warmth, "I am just an ordinary man, Bruce. An exceptionally 
fortunate man. This all seems like a dream to me at times. To have found someone like you who accepts me 


for who | am..." 


"Who loves you for who you are," Bruce corrected him, kissing him softly. 


"And | love you, Bruce," Janick murmured into Bruce's hair. "| want you to take me as you did last night! | 


never imagined feeling the way | feel when you make me your own!" 


The kisses escalated again and now it was Bruce who lay back on the bed. The previous night they had been so 
swept away Janick hadn't consciously thought of what he was doing, he had simply let his desires carry him 
along, but throughout the day his thoughts had strayed back to what had taken place and the more he 


thought of it, the more he wanted to experience it again. 


Tonight he was fully aware of what he was doing as he covered Bruce with kisses and took him into his mouth 
only to withdraw a few minutes later earning a moan of disappointment from Bruce. His only response was a 
smile as he climbed over Bruce and sat astride him, rocking against his hardness, hard again himself by now, 
then using the moisture of Bruce's excitement to prepare himself he slowly and carefully eased down upon his 


lover. 


Bruce hadn't been expecting this, suddenly he was looking up at the slender blonde rocking above him, long hair 
loose and swaying across his shoulders, eyes closed in ecstasy, and he felt he had never seen anything so 
beautiful in his life. He grasped the blonde's slim hips, pulling him closer, then he encircled Janick's erection with 


his hand. Within a few minutes they both reached their fulfillment. Janick drifted off to sleep quickly, his head 


on Bruce's chest as the darker man stroked his hair, lost in thought. 


Bruce knew that his love for the blonde was changing him, and changing him for the better. He had lived under 
a cloud of resentment, bitterness, shame, and fear since the brothel raid while at university but now that 
didn't seem as devastating as it once had. Even Stephen Harris's blackmail threat failed to stir the fury in him 
that he might have expected it to. The more he learned about Harris, the more his intuition told him that 
there was more to this than just Harris's greed and his repugnance toward Bruce's sexual orientation. He didn't 
know why, but his motivation had shifted from finding something to use against Harris to find out what had 
motivated a well-educated man from a good family to turn to something as desperate as theft and blackmail 


Love does strange things to the mind, Bruce reflected as he fell asleep, his fingers still smoothing Janick's hair. 


The following day dawned unusually bright and sunny, the morning sun in his eyes awakening Janick. Bruce lay 
close, his arms still loosely encircling Janick, and Janick couldn't stop himself from smiling in spite of the 
uncertainty that loomed over their future. Their future would be together, this much he knew, and he pressed 
a light kiss to Bruce's forehead. The two made love again before venturing downstairs for breakfast and once 
again Janick took care to make his room appear used and his bed look slept in before they breakfasted. The 
Beatty's appeared none the wiser and treated them both with deference and respect, so they knew their 


secret was safe. 


Bruce had little difficulty learning where the local gambling dens were located. He accompanied Janick to the 


second of the gentlemen's club soon after eleven and was not surprised that some of the members 


remembered him from his occasional previous visits to London. Many were acquaintances of his late father's 
and had also known the uncle from whom he had inherited the mill so they were aware of both his title and 
his wealth. They accepted Janick as his secretary / companion without question and over the course of the 
next couple of hours Bruce managed to glean the information he sought about the gambling dens frequented 
by the barking community. By mid-afternoon he had secured an invitation from some of the senior club 
members to accompany them to such an establishment that evening, but it was arranged that Janick would 
remain at the club in hopes that without Bruce's presence the members would be more forthcoming with local 


gossip. 


The tactic paid off. After Bruce left with two of his late father's former cronies, Janick settled in at the club 
bar and struck up conversations with some of the younger men present. Though there was no one as 
garrulous as Cooke he nevertheless managed to engage in several conversations. Though he casually threw the 
Harris name out a few times it was quite some time before anyone picked up on it. Even in a city the size of 
London, however, there were small, tight circles of social interaction and this was the most likely geographical 
area where someone would be familiar with the name, if not the man himself. Janick was careful to nurse his 
drinks and sip slowly while appearing to match the others drink for drink but it wasn't until he was seated at a 
table by a window with two or three other men snacking on hors d oeuvres that the man nearest him, a tall 


brunette who had introduced himself as Richard, snapped his fingers. 


"Harris, you say? Stephen Harris? The name is familiar but I'm afraid if you are seeking him you're out of 


luck; he left London well over a year ago." 


"Did he?" Janick raised his eyebrows. "Well, it would be no good seeking a position at his bank, then!" He had 
used the same ploy as the day before, hinting that he was seeking employment. "unless by change he is still in 
the banking field?" 


The man chuckled a bit, "From the rumors | heard he wouldn't dare be in finance at all. Made quite a scandal, 


it seems." 


"A scandal?" Janick appeared only mildly curious but it was enough; like most people, Richard was eager to 


gossip. 


"Got himself in a bind and helped himself to a bit of the old man's money. It was all because of a woman, | 


believe." 


This was news to Janick but he was smart enough to play along, "Oh, | did hear something about a woman, 


Emily or something?" 
Richard nodded, popping a shrimp in his mouth and chasing it down with a drink "That's the one. Daughter of an 
MP., she is, and evidently Stephen felt unworthy." Richard shook his head, taking time out for another snack 


and another of the men spoke up. 


"Very stupid of him. | met Emma at her debut several years ago and a sweeter lady you will never meet. 


Money doesn't impress that one, but from what | hear Harris has a weakness for gambling anyway. Started 
playing heavy and losing heavy. Next thing you know he's vanished up north someplace and there are whispers 


that his father kicked him out. Never heard any details." 


Janick knew not to appear too interested and changed the subject, but walking home later he mulled it over in 
his mind. No one had yet said anything against Stephen Harris as a person, the only strikes against him seemed 
to be his fondness for gambling and perhaps a slight inferiority complex in regard to women. Though Janick had 
only met the man in passing a time or two he hadn't picked up on any inherent evil, Harris had seemed an 
ordinary man until this blackmail business had reared its ugly head. The fact that he was against 
homosexuality wasn't unusual, it was the normal opinion of society in that day and age. So what, exactly, had 


turned him into a blackmailer? 


Janick returned to the townhouse and ate a solitary supper after explaining to Caroline that Bruce would 
undoubtedly be out until much later. He was concerned, but he knew that going to the gambling house was 
necessary and he was confident that Bruce could look after himself. He had retired to his own room and was 
attempting to read a book with the faint sound of the front door reached his ears. It was after midnight and 
the servants had long since left so he knew it must be Bruce. He rushed downstairs to find the other man in 


the parlour removing his jacket. 


Bruce looked up and broke into a smile upon seeing the concern in Janick's expression. He stepped over and 


embraced him. Bruce smelled of brandy and was obviously slightly drunk. 
"| was getting worried," Janick admitted, unwilling to let the man go. 


Bruce chuckled quietly and kissed his cheek, "Nothing to fear, my love. | was careful. And | think | may have 


found something useful." 


Janick handed Bruce a small glass of port and they took their usual chairs flanking the glowing ashes of the 


evenings fire. 


"Oh? Then you had better fortune than | did. | only learned that Stephen was enamored with a girl named 
Emma but felt unworthy of her." 


Bruce looked up in surprise, "That is exactly what | heard as welll But there is more. Evidently, he is still in 
love with her! | think we should return home tomorrow - | don't believe there is anything more to learn in 


London" 


Chapter Thirteen 
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Chapter Thirteen 


The train ride back to the north was an opportunity for Bruce and Janick to talk, and talk they did. They 
learned much more about one another, sharing stories of their childhood as well as their thoughts and hopes 
for the future. One thing they did not discuss, though, was Stephen Harris. Bruce hadn't formulated a plan yet 
but he knew he had to talk to Harris in person and he was reluctant to share his thoughts on the matter with 
Janick. Janick understood and did not press him; he, too, had learned enough to no longer see Harris as an 
enemy but as a desperate man fighting his own demons. So instead the two sat in the private train 
compartment holding one another and speaking quietly, baring their souls about their innermost thoughts and 


sharing kisses that they were careful to keep from becoming too amorous. 


Bruce had wired ahead and when the train pulled up to the station in the glowing evening sunlight Granger was 
waiting with the brougham. He had wired ahead to the mill as well, sending a brief message to Stephen Harris: 
‘Come to the house tomorrow. | have your answer.’ Stephen would no doubt choose to believe that this meant 


he would capitulate to his demands, but while Bruce wasn't sure what he would do, he knew it would not be 


that. 


That evening Bruce informed Elizabeth that from this point on he would be taking his meals in the formal 
dining room and that Janick would be joining him. Somewhat to his surprise she took this change of his well- 
established routine without batting an eye; in face she appeared to be pleased that Bruce seemed to finally be 
coming out of his self-imposed isolation and had made a friend in Janick The dinner was intimate, the fine 
dining room lit by a fire in the huge hearth and dozens of candles and the two men spoke casually yet shared 
many intimate loving glances. Janick felt the pressure of Bruce's leg against his own beneath the table and 
even that slight touch aroused him so that when they rose to move to the drawing room he had to button 
his waistcoat to hide his obvious erection. Bruce was in a similar state, Janick knew, and this time they sat on 
the settee rather than in separate chairs by the fire. They still had to be careful here as the servants had 


quarters in the house itself and though it was unlikely it was possible someone would enter the room. 
"What time is Harris arriving tomorrow?" Janick asked. 


"| requested him to come at ten. If he does not, we will go to the mill to see him there.” 


"We?" Janick asked in surprise. 


"My love," Bruce covered Janick's hand with his own, "I want you with me in this, and in all other aspects of 


my life! You need not worry; it is perfectly natural for you to be present as my secretary!" 


Janick nodded slowly. Bruce was right. Even though the entire dynamic between them had changed, it would not 


be obvious to anyone else. "I will be at your side as long as you need me," he assured the darker man 
Bruce smiled and tightened his fingers around Janick's. "Then you will be with me for the rest of my life." 


Janick felt close to tears. "Yes," he managed to say through the lump in his throat. "I will” 


Stephen Harris looked ill-at-ease when Elizabeth escorted him into Bruce's study the next morning, holding his 
top hat in his hands with his fingers nervously twisting the brim. When he saw that Janick was also present 
seated at his usual desk off to the side he did a double take. 


"Is this man going to be present for our meeting?" he asked after perfunctorily shaking Bruce's hand. 


"Indeed he is! Mr. Gers has been instrumental in these developments and it is only right that he is here. Please 
be seated, Stephen" Bruce gestured toward the chair facing his desk. 


Giving Janick another sideways glance, Stephen sat down and attempted the bluster he had summoned the day 


he initially challenged Bruce. "You have decided, then, to meet my requirements regarding the mill?" 
| have not" 


Harris looked startled, obviously not expecting that answer nor was he expecting Bruce's mild tone. Regaining 
his composure he nodded curtly. "Very well, then. | have written a news story that | will distribute to the 
newspapers in Newcastle, York, and Leeds detailing how a titled regional mill owner was once caught in a raid in 
a homosexual house of pleasure and | will outline the sizeable bribes that were then made to cover the whole 


scandal up." 


"If you must," Bruce nodded still feigning calm. "But tell me, Stephen. Do you think Emma will approve of your 
blackmail tactics?" 


Harris's mouth dropped open, shock registering in his entire demeanor. "E..Emma?" he managed to choke out. 


"What do you know of Emma?" 


Rather than answer directly Bruce rose and came around the desk, perching on the corner mere feet from 
where Harris sat. "Stephen, you have underestimated me! Didn't you realize that if you attempt to blackmail 


me my first course of action would be to find something to counter -blackmail you with?" Bruce glanced at 


Janick with a small smile of acknowledgement because that idea had actually been first broached by him. 


The change in Harris was astonishing. At the mere mention of Emma's name he seemed to deflate, the thin 
veneer of self-assurance crumbling before their eyes leaving an uncertain, doubtful wreck of a man in its 
wake. He lowered his eyes. "l.l hoped that you would not," he admitted. "So," he raised his eyes fearfully, "now 
you know everything about me?" 


"We know that you are addicted to gambling, and that you are in love with a young lady named Emma. What 
we do not know," here Bruce leaned forward, his voice quiet and compassionate, "is why you are so desperate 
that you've stolen from your father, stolen from me, and tried to blackmail me!" 


Harris lowered his eyes again, it was as if he couldn't bear to look Bruce in the eye. "You cannot understand... 


he muttered. 
"Try me," Bruce implored. 


Taking a deep breath Stephen looked up again, his brown eyes glistening with unshed tears. "They will kill her, 
Bruce!" he choked out. 


“Stephen, calm yourself,” Bruce went as far as to lay his hand on Harris's bowed shoulder. “Tell me what is 


really happening. Who will kill whom?" 


they will kill my Emma!" 


"The Enterprise League, you mean," Bruce remember the name Nicko had given him of the gambling club in 


York. "Tell me, how much do you owe?" 


Stephen merely shook his head and put his hand over his face. It took them a moment to realize he was 
crying. Bruce moved forward and knelt in front of Harris, taking his hand from his face and forcing him to look 


at him. "Tell me, please. How much?" 


‘Over forty thousand pounds!" Harris sighed, completely defeated. "I am a fool, | know. Even if my insane 
scheme worked and you signed the mill over to me, it would take me years to come up with that kind of 
money. The few thousand | took from my father barely covered the interest the debt had accrued! | don't 
know what to dol" he sighed "I know I've broken the law; | know you will have me arrested, but | can't let 


anything happen to Emma You don't know what it's like to be in love, Bruce! | would do anything for her." 


‘| assure you that | do know what it is like," As Bruce said that he looked straight at Janick who was quietly 
watching this unfold. Stephen looked up and caught the look between them. 


"Yes," he said slowly, "perhaps you do understand. | am sorry, Bruce. | am sorry | wronged you and | deeply 


regret wronging my father as well, but | am so desperate | didn't know what else to do!" 


"You could have asked me for help." Bruce said calmly. 


Harris's head snapped up in surprise. "I couldn't! And why would you help me anyway? Aside from our going to 


the same school, you hardly know me!" 


"| would help because | understand how you feel, but | will only help if you can swear to me that you will 


never gamble again. Not even a game of cards. Nothing! Would you be able to do that?" 


Stephen was speechless and he stared at Bruce as though he feared the man was merely teasing him. It took 


several minutes of meeting Bruce's calm gaze to realize that he was, indeed, sincere. 


"Gambling has held no appeal for me for a long time; | get none of the joy from it that | once did. It is a 
nightmare, and | would gladly forsake it for the rest of my life to keep Emma safe," he finally said in a hushed 


Voice. 


Bruce nodded decisively, "Then | will make you a loan of the amount you owe not only to the Enterprise League 
but your father as well. | visited your father, Stephen, and he is a broken man. He will accept his prodigal son 


back; | am certain of it" 


"But | cannot repay such a loan! | will be trading one debtor for another!" Stephen protested, still stunned with 
disbelief. 


"You will repay it by managing my mill according to my direction, by mending your relationship with your 
father and.." Bruce couldn't help but smile, "by marrying Emma and bringing her to live with you, as you 
obviously need someone to keep an eye on you!" 

Stephen was staring at Bruce, unable to speak He stood after a moment and put out his hand, his face still 
registering shock "You have my solemn word that | will do as you suggest," he said quietly, his voice humble 


and filled with gratitude. 


There was nothing more to do once they arranged the loan and Stephen made to leave the room, but at the 


door he turned back to look at the two men. 


| want you to know, both of you, that | hold you no animosity. | am a fool in many ways but | am not blind to 
what | see between you, and | wish you both the happiness that | have found with Emma" 


With that Harris left the room, leaving both men staring after him in surprise. Was their love so obvious that 


this man, amidst all his personal anguish, had recognized it so easily? 
Janick spoke up first, "Do you think he will be all right?" 


Bruce sighed, "I hope so. But just to be certain, I'm going to talk to Benson about steps we can take to shut 


down the Enterprise League after Stephen pays his debts to them. It's a bad element to have in the area and 
it may prove to be too much temptation for Stephen" 


Janick shook his head thoughtfully, "I don't think so. He was frightened out of his wits once he realized that his 


recklessness had endangered the one he loved" 


| hope that you are right." Bruce turned from the window to find that Janick had come to stand behind him. 
The blonde reached out and wrapped his arms around Bruce, heedless of the possibility that there may be 
servants about. 


"You are a good man for helping him, Bruce. It is no wonder that | love you do much!" 


"Without your influence | would not have done anything; | would be halfway across an ocean by now. | would 
have given up without a fight, and it would all have been so easily avoidable. If | have done anything 


commendable here it is only because of you. Your love has changed me into a better person’ 


"You were always a good person," Janick brushed his lips against Bruce's, then realized that they could be 
discovered and stepped back. They had work to do. Now that the blackmail threat had been dealt with, Bruce 
had plans for the mill. He would purchase the new loom and would also make repairs to the worker's homes, 


but first the original task of balancing the books had to be finished. 


Janick and Bruce worked side by side on that job for the next several days. Bruce made a visit to Benson's 
office and was surprised to learn that the Enterprise League were already under serious investigation by law 
enforcement, complaints having been made against them by both wealthy merchants and the landed gentry 
from as far away as the Borders. A week later Benson himself made a visit to the manor to inform Bruce 


that the League had been raided and the organizers sent to prison for a variety of serious crimes. 


Later that same day Bruce and Janick were seated at the long table in the downstairs library pouring over 


various bids from local contractors when Elizabeth came to the door and cleared her throat discretely. 
"Sir, Mr. Harris is here to see you." 


Bruce was surprised. He had given Stephen a check several days ago to pay the debts and hadn't expected to 


hear from him again other than about mill business, let alone have him make an unexpected visit to the house. 
"Please show him in, Elizabeth." 


The Stephen Harris that entered the room a few minutes later was a completely different man from either 
the hard-nosed mill manager or the heartless blackmailer they had known. He was standing tall and smiling, his 
hair brushed to a chestnut sheen and tied back with a velvet tie, and on his arm was a petite brunette who 


was even now gazing at him adoringly. 


He paused in the doorway as if uncertain of his welcome but both Bruce and Janick rose and Bruce went 


forward to shake his hand. 


‘Lord Dickinson, Mr. Gers, | would like to have you meet my bride, Emma" Stephen announced, smiling at the 


lady as he spoke. 
"Your bride!" Bruce exclaimed, "Congratulations, old man! You move quickly!" 


Emma giggled softly and Stephen laid his hand over where hers rested on his arm, "I traveled to London 
yesterday, and you were correct. My Father accepted my apology and my repayment of the funds |, err... 
borrowed, and welcomed me back to the fold. While | was in the city | called upon Emma and we saw no reason 


for delay; we saw the magistrate and married yesterday evening." 


"You have heard, | presume, that the gambling club has been broken up?" Bruce asked, assuming correctly that 


Emma knew the details. 


"Yes, and that brings me to why | am here.” Stephen reached into the inside pocket of his frock coat and 
extracted a check, holding it out to Bruce. 


"What's this, then?" Bruce didn't take the paper. 


Harris flushed in embarrassment and Emma gave his arm a reassuring squeeze. "It's the money you loaned me. 
Most of it anyway, minus what | gave back to my father. The authorities told me that because the League 
was an illegal club any debts owed them were null and void. | will gladly work off the few thousand | gave my 


Father." 


Bruce slowly reached out and accepted the check. "| hope that this does not mean you are leaving my employ, 
Stephen?" 


"| would like to stay on, if that is acceptable to you, Lord Dickinson," Stephen was hiding his discomfiture behind 
formality. "I feel that | can make a genuine difference there now that | am out from under the shadow of 


debt, and Emma is enchanted by the beauty of this area. We.. we would like to make our home here." 


"Then | would be more than pleased to have you stay!" Bruce assured him. "And Janick and | would welcome 
you in our home any time you may wish to call" Bruce ‘s mention of Janick in that way was deliberate, he 
wanted Stephen to be absolutely certain of the relationship he and Janick now had. While Stephen had appeared 
to be accepting, Bruce wanted it to be known that he would brook no exclusion of Janick or any discrimination 


of any kind over their relationship. 


"That would be lovely," Emma spoke up for the first time, including Janick in her smile. "You are very gracious 
hosts. After we return from our honeymoon we will be residing at Fern Cottage in town, we've just leased it 


this morning. It is so good to know that we will be neighbors!" 


Stephen looked at her with fondness then added, "I am looking forward to working with you both on the mill 


renovations as well. Thank you again, but now we must hurry to catch our train!" 


Janick was smiling after the couple when Bruce turned toward him. His heart filled with love for the blonde, so 


obviously happy that things had worked out so well. 


"What do you say to a mid-day break in our work, my love?" Bruce suggested. “Perhaps a ride along the 
coast?" 


"It sounds wonderful," Janick agreed. The two changed into riding clothes in their respective bedrooms and when 
Janick came downstairs he found Bruce deep in conversation with Elizabeth in the entry hall. He lingered on the 
stairs, unwilling to intrude, until Elizabeth turned to go back into the interior of the house, smiling up at him 
with a nod as she did. Bruce was staring after her with what seemed to be astonishment. Janick didn't ask but 
as the two of them left the house and walked to the stables Bruce spoke up. 


"| believe Elizabeth knows" 
Janick was puzzled, "Knows what?" 


Bruce looked over at him, "She knows about us. Oh, she didn't come out and say it but she couldn't have been 
more plain. She was saying things like it's about time | settled down and what a fine man you are, then she said 


that love is a wonderous thing!" 


Janick felt a weight lift from his shoulders. He admired Elizabeth greatly and had felt like he was deceiving her 
by being so secretive. But how could a prim and proper woman such as that approve of a homosexual 


relationship? It seemed too good to be true. "Are you certain, Bruce?" 


Bruce nodded, waiting for Granger to bring them their mounts, "I've known Elizabeth since before | could walk. 


There is no doubt in my mind that not only does she know, she approves!" 


Janick couldn't hold back a smile. Elizabeth ran the household and if she approved, the other would have to 
approve as well or they would be sent packing. This meant that while they obviously couldn't be overly 
affectionate toward one another around the house they no longer had to be furtive and sneak into one 
another's bedrooms. He mounted his gray and they rode the well-worn trail toward the sea, Janick's heart so 
light he soon broke into a gallop. Bruce followed suit, laughing as his powerful stallion quickly caught up and 
moderated his pace to run side-by-side. The sun was shining, the sea breeze was sweet, they were young, and 


they were in love. Life could not be better. 


~*END*~ 


